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THE BREEDING STATUS OF THE 
SNOWY PLOVER IN CALIFORNIA 

GARY W. PAGE and LYNNE E. STENZEL, Editors, Point Reyes Bird Observatory, 
4990 Shoreline Highway, Stinson Beach, California 94970 

The western race of the Snowy Plover ( Charadrius alexandrinus niuosus ) 
breeds on the Pacific coast from southern Washington to southern Baja 
California, inland in Oregon, California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, New 
Mexico, Kansas, Oklahoma and Texas, and along the coasts of Texas and 
northeastern Mexico (AOU 1957). For many years ornithologists believed 
that the number of Snowy Plovers breeding along the Pacific coast was 
declining as development destroyed suitable habitat. In May, June and July, 
from 1977 to 1980, Point Reyes Bird Observatory (PRBO) biologists and 
volunteers conducted surveys of potential breeding habitat throughout 
California to gather information on the distribution and abundance of Snowy 
Plovers. This paper summarizes the results of those surveys and the available 
data on the species’ past abundance and distribution. We attempt to define 
suitable breeding habitat and to describe the effects of human activities on it. 
Detailed studies of marked birds undertaken by John and Jane Warriner at 
Pajaro Dunes on Monterey Bay have been very helpful in interpreting the 
survey results. Their information on migration periods, mid-breeding season 
movements and the detection rate of birds on censuses is summarized in this 
paper. Detailed information on the occurrence of birds at specific sites is 
available in a report (Page and Stenzel 1979) on file with the California 
Department of Fish and Game in Sacramento. If readers have information 
indicating greater breeding numbers or know of breeding sites not mentioned 
here, we and the Department of Fish and Game encourage them to contact us. 

METHODS 

The breeding survey covered the coast between the Golden Gate and the 
Oregon border in 1977, the remainder of the California coast and interior in 
1978, and the Channel Islands from 1978 to 1980. A list of all sites surveyed 
on the mainland can be derived from Appendices 1 and 2. 

Susan Peaslee and Gary Page, with occasional help from others, covered 
the coast from the Golden Gate to the Oregon border between 16 May and 
11 June 1977. From USGS topographical maps they located beaches ap- 
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pearing to have sand or pebble habitat above the high water mark. They 
surveyed these beaches, starting in Marin County and proceeding north to 
Del Norte County. Additional censuses to recheck certain beaches during the 
last 3 days were taken in Humboldt County. On every beach all open habitat 
was checked and heavily vegetated or littered areas were sampled. Physical 
characteristics, vegetation, debris cover, evidence of nest predators, and 
level of human disturbance were recorded. The age and sex of Snowy 
Plovers were determined when possible. Adult males were distinguished by 
their black forehead, cheek and shoulder plumage; some males also had a 
distinctive rusty cap which females lacked. Adult females were recognized by 
browner feathering in these regions, and juveniles by distinctive pale edgings 
on wing coverts. We attempted to find the nests of all birds whose behavior 
suggested they might be incubating. Descriptions of each nest included the 
presence or absence of nearby objects, substrate type, distance from water 
and openness of habitat within a 10 m radius. Broods of chicks also were 
located and the size and number of young recorded. 

In some areas it was impossible to detect all plovers, and estimates were 
made to partially correct for missed birds. We used four methods to estimate 
the number of breeding pairs: 1) total adults divided by 2; 2} total pairs seen; 
3) total single females or males with nests or broods; and 4} total pairs seen 
plus single adults with nests or broods. For each area the method resulting in 
the highest number of pairs was used. 

From 8 May to 26 June and on 9 July 1978 Lynne Stenzel and Susan 
Peaslee made censuses or spot checks of beaches, lagoons, river mouths and 
bars, bay shores, salt pans and saltworks along the coast between Border 
Field, San Diego County, and the Golden Gate. Suitable areas for censuses 
were selected from USGS topographical maps, references in the literature, 
and many unpublished field observations. Only in Los Angeles County, 
where we assumed beach grooming activities precluded the possiblity of 
nesting, did we knowingly exclude some sand beach from our survey. Our 
findings on the similarly groomed beaches of Orange County and a descrip- 
tion of how grooming makes plover nesting virtually impossible are reported 
in the results. Although the survey progressed from south to north, there was 
some back-tracking or skipping ahead so that censuses could be made at 
heavily used areas on weekdays and at restricted access areas on weekends. 

Survey methods were similar to those used in 1977 except that nest 
descriptions were more detailed and included information on the 
topographic relief within 1 and 10 m. A search was made for nests and 
broods to establish evidence of breeding in each locality, but to minimize 
survey time and disturbance, particularly in Least Tern ( Sterna albifrons) 
nesting areas, no attempt was made to locate all nests. 

The interior survey lasted from 26 April until 13 July 1978 Philip Hender- 
son first checked areas in the San Joaquin Valley and around the Salton Sea. 
He then generally moved northward, working alone until 1 June when Gary 
Page joined him in Inyo County. Potential breeding areas were selected from 
USGS topographical maps, from ornithological literature and from discus- 
sions with persons familiar with the distribution of California birds. Alkaline 
lakes particularly were sought out, but if these lacked standing water they 
were not surveyed because plovers were assumed to be absent. 
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Survey methods varied according to each area’s physical characteristics 
and accessibility by car. At each area we took many photographs and notes 
on vegetation and physical characteristics. We recorded the age and sex of 
plovers whenever possible although sometimes glaring, midday lighting or 
the large number of plovers encountered at one time made this task impossi- 
ble. We attempted to find some nests or broods in each area and described 
nests similarly to those on the coast. 

Nancy Spear conducted surveys of the breeding populations on four of the 
Channel Islands. On 25 and 26 April 1978 she searched beaches on San 
Clemente Island and between 19 and 21 May 1978, with Hal Spear and Bob 
Jackman, beaches on San Nicolas Island. From 13 to 18 July 1979 the 
Spears and Mike Hill covered most of San Miguel Island’s beaches, and on 
22 July Bud Antonelis surveyed five additional ones. From 4 to 7 June 1980 
the Spears surveyed beaches on the east end of Santa Rosa Island. On all 
surveys they recorded the number and location of all plovers and whenever 
possible, their age and sex. 

The historical status of breeding Snowy Plovers throughout the state was 
inferred from breeding records in the literature, from unpublished field notes, 
and from egg and nest collection records and summarized in Appendix 1. 
Sources of unpublished records are listed in Appendix 3. 

RESULTS 

I. CHANNEL ISLANDS 
NANCY L. SPEAR 

Based on my surveys, at least 130 pairs of Snowy Plovers breed on San 
Nicolas, San Miguel and Santa Rosa islands (Table 1). The species also may 
breed on Santa Cruz Island, although the lack of nest records from earlier in 
the century when the island was regularly visited by egg collectors (Kiff pers. 
comm.), as well as the low number of wide sandy beaches, does not attest 
well to the species’ presence there. The remaining islands probably are not 
used by breeding plovers. As the following accounts illustrate, habitat 
availability rather than human disturbance appears to be the major factor 
limiting breeding distribution on the Channel Islands. 

San Clemente Island, This 34 km long, narrow island lies 69 km south- 
southwest of Point Fermin. Sandy beaches, once reported as common along 
the west and north sides, now exist only on the north; beach areas to the 
south, once reportedly sandy, are now primarily covered with rocks. The 
Navy maintains a small base on the island and infrequently conducts large- 
scale maneuvers covering the island and using beaches as entry points. 

Snowy Plovers probably do not breed on this island. Howell (1917) 
reported a few birds in fall 1907, but there have been no reports during the 
breeding season. I surveyed 40% of the coastline by foot and observed from 
a distance another 40%. I found no Snowy Plovers, nor much appropriate 
breeding habitat. That habitat which did exist is at Northwest Harbor, a beach 
used for recreational purposes as well as for minor military maneuvers. Island 
Foxes (Urocyon littoralis clementae ) and Common Ravens (Coruus corax ) 
occur but I doubt that their presence is a major reason for the absence of 
plovers. 
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Santa Catalina Island. The 30 km long Santa Catalina Island is rugged, 
mountainous and has precipitous shores with few sandy beaches. It is heavily 
used by the public for boating and other recreation. Although Meadows 
(1934) reported Snowy Plovers as common on the beach at Howland’s 
Landing, it is now generally agreed that they do not breed regularly there 
(Jones pers. comm.}. 

San Nicolas Island. San Nicolas, the Channel Island farthest from 
the mainland, lies 98 km south-southwest of Point Mugu. It is 13 km long 
and 5 km wide. The Navy maintains a base with an airstrip on the northeast 
side. Sandy beaches are common along the perimeter and are backed by 
dunes, bluffs and sandstone rock. 

Snowy Plovers are regular breeders; evidence dates back to the early 
1900s when Willett (1912) found them “fairly common” and Howell (1917) 
reported their breeding. Reports from 1976 and 1977 indicated breeding ac- 
tivity with Jones (pers. comm.) describing them as “a widespread breeder 
every year,” and Schroeder (pers. comm.) reporting them to be common 
and breeding in 1977 on the five beaches he surveyed monthly for bird car- 
casses. On my 1978 survey of 24 beaches, 133 adult, 2 juvenile and 9 chick 
(4 broods) Snowy Plovers were found. Adding estimates for three additional 
beaches surveyed by telescope from nearby bluffs, I estimate 74 breeding 
pairs (Table 1). No scrapes or nests were found mainly because there was lit- 
tle time to look for them. 

Although plovers were found around all the island, the heaviest concentra- 
tions occurred on the northwest edge at Red Eye Beach, on the sandspit at 
the east end, and from just west of Dutch Harbor to Daytona Beach. Com- 
petition for space may occur on southwest side beaches, which support seal 


Table 1. Number of Snowy Plover pairs on the Channel Islands. Sources are discussed 
in the text. 


ESTIMATED 


ISLAND 

PAIRS 

From 1978 Survey 

San Clemente 

0 

San Nicolas 

74 

From 1979 Survey 

San Miguel 

35 

From 1980 Survey 

Santa Rosa 

21 

Estimates Based on Other Sources 

Santa Catalina 

0 

Santa Barbara 

0 

Anacapa 

0 

Santa Cruz 


TOTAL OBSERVED 

130 
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and sea lion rookeries. Although a few adults and chicks were reported on 
one of these beaches in 1977, we found none during the 1978 survey. Island 
Foxes, Common Ravens and feral cats are present but not abundant, sug- 
gesting a low threat from predators. 

The birds did not appear to be disturbed by human activity, but increased 
naval operations, with an expected increase in personnel are proposed for the 
near future. This almost certainly will increase beach use and breeding activi- 
ty may be affected. 

Santa Barbara and Anacapa Islands. Santa Barbara and Anacapa are the 
smallest islands. Their shores are bold and almost perpendicular. As there 
are no beaches, Snowy Plovers cannot breed on either island (pers. obs., 
Jones pers. comm.). 

Santa Cruz Island. Santa Cruz, the largest Channel Island, is 34 km long 
and is located 27 km west-southwest of Port Hueneme. Beaches around the 
island are interspersed with steep cliffs rising directly from the water; the 
larger beaches are on the east and west ends. A dozen anchorages around 
the island are heavily used during late spring and summer by cruising 
yachtsmen. Although access is by permit only and restricted to hiking, 
beaches near popular anchorages probably receive heavy use, which could 
deter Snowy Plovers from nesting. 

The Snowy Plover’s breeding status on Santa Cruz is uncertain. Howell 
(1917) reported the birds to be “fairly common during the late fall of 1907.” 
Observers conducting bird carcass censuses found a few Snowy Plovers us- 
ing eight beaches during August 1976 and from January to March 1977, but 
none from April to June, suggesting the species winters but does not breed 
on the island. 

Santa Rosa Island. Lying 39 km southwest of Goleta Point, Santa Rosa is 
24 km long and 16 km wide. Precipitous rocky shorelines constitute the 
north and south sides, while the east and west coasts consist of many sandy 
beaches. 

At least 43 Snowy Plovers breed there. Between March and September, 
1968 to 1976, from 2 to 40 birds have been found on the island (Collins 
pers. comm.). During my survey, which included all beach between Skunk 
and East points on the east end of the island, 43 adult and 2 juvenile Snowy 
Plovers were found. It is highly probable that a similar number of plovers oc- 
cur on unsurveyed beaches between Cluster and Sandy points on the 
southwest side of the island. 

Santa Rosa’s beaches are privately owned and receive little human distur- 
bance. A potential predator on plover eggs and chicks is the Island Fox, 
whose tracks were found on most beaches. 

San Miguel Island. The westernmost island of the northern group, San 
Miguel lies 37 km southeast of Point Conception. The shores vary from bold, 
rocky cliffs to stretches of beach. Willett (1912) reported Snowy Plovers there 
in summer. Recent observers reported sightings in May and June 1977 and 
believed the species probably bred in restricted localities every year (Jones, 
Collins and Kelly pers. comm.). 

During our 1979 survey 84 adult, 8 juvenile and 4 chick Snowy Plovers ' 
were found. As this species begins autumn migration in July, all birds seen 
were not necessarily breeding on San Miguel. Most birds were found singly or 
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in small groups but one flock of 10 may have been migrants and hence have 
not been included in the estimated total of 35 breeding pairs (Table 1). 

Except for Cuyler Harbor, beaches on San Miguel suffer little human 
disturbance; however plans are currently being considered to open the island 
to increased public use. Island Foxes are abundant and may destroy some 
nests. We found fairly fresh fox tracks on most beaches. 

II. MAINLAND COAST 

LYNNE E. STENZEL, SUSAN C. PEASLEE and GARY W. PAGE 
Suruey Census Results 

During the 1977 and 1978 breeding surveys 954 adults, representing an 
estimated 498 pairs of Snowy Plovers, were found on the mainland coast 
(Table 2) . They occurred in 45 locations and in all but 4 either nests or chicks 
were found. In the remaining four areas, all in San Diego County, another 
observer found nests or chicks either later in the season or the following year. 
Breeding plovers were located in all coastal counties except Los Angeles and 
San Francisco. Accounts for each county, starting at the Mexican and ending 
at the Oregon border, follow. 

SAN DIEGO COUNTY, with 26% of the estimated pairs on the coast, 
supported the most birds. We found breeding plovers on spits and alkali flats 
at the Tijuana River mouth, on salt evaporators, bay fill and beaches around 
San Diego Bay, on the northern lagoons, and on spits and alkali flats at the 
Santa Margarita River mouth (Table 2). When surveyed, Batiquitos Lagoon, 
flooded from winter and spring rains, had only a narrow ring of potential 
habitat. Later, dropping water levels exposed additional suitable nesting flats. 
A count of 39 adults made by others later in 1978 and, in other recent years, 
of 75 adults (Appendix 1), probably are more representative of plover 
numbers at Batiquitos than our count of 6 adults. Although we found no 
positive evidence of breeding at the Sweetwater River mouth, Silver Strand 
bay shore or Batiquitos Lagoon, nesting at these sites was confirmed later in 
1978 by Parker as well as by several observers in other years (Appendix 1). 
We found three plovers, which showed no signs of nesting, at French Creek 
mouth. No subsequent visits were made that season, but in July 1979 Parker 
found a chick there. At Penasquitos Lagoon in 1978 he found four adults he 
suspected were nesting and, in 1979, a pair with a nest where we had found 
no plovers in 1978. 

San Diego County has historical records of breeding plovers for a number 
of coastal sites (Appendix 1). Imperial Beach and Coronado beachfronts, 
Ocean Beach, Mission Bay beachfront, Pacific Beach, Del Mar Beach, 
Buena Vista Lagoon and the Oceanside beachfront, all former nesting sites, 
have been so altered in recent years by development, erosion or human use, 
that habitat no longer exists for nesting Snowy Plovers. Conversely, a major 
breeding site in the San Diego Bay area was created with the construction of 
the Western Salt Works where a number of plovers nest undisturbed on 
levees. 

ORANGE COUNTY once supported substantial numbers of nesting 
Snowy Plovers (Appendix 1) but during our survey held only 2% of the pairs 
on the mainland coast; all were at the Bolsa Chica Oil Fields (Table 2). These 


6 


SNOWY PLOVER BREEDING STATUS 


oil fields, on disused salt evaporators in Bolsa Chica Bay, offer relatively un- 
disturbed alkali flats for nesting. Bay fill near Sunset Aquatic Park constitutes 
the only other recently used nesting area in Orange County. Nests were col- 
lected from beaches in Orange County until 1940. By 1947 Cogswell (1947) 
noted that formerly good beach nesting habitat had deteriorated due to in- 
creased human use. Because of raking and heavy human use, beach nesting 
habitat is no longer suitable for Snowy Plovers. Beaches are now raked 
regularly from Newport Bay north to Sunset Beach. Newport Bay spit and 
Sunset Beach have some unraked, vegetated portions of upper beach, but 
Bolsa Chica and Huntington state beaches are completely raked and denuded 
of vegetation. Although we found no plovers at the fenced-off Least Tern 
nesting site at the Santa Ana River mouth on the south end of Huntington 
State Beach, we suspect one or two plover pairs could nest at this small, un- 
disturbed oasis. 

Although no plovers were found during our survey, LOS ANGELES 
COUNTY once supported many breeding pairs. Records of nests on beaches 
adjacent to metropolitan Los Angeles, at Redondo and Ballona, are all prior 
to 1908 (Appendix 1), although a plover incubating a nest amid many 
human bathers was photographed on Manhattan Beach in 1947 (Cogswell 
1947). In 1903 one egg collector reported counting 50 pairs of plovers along 
a 2 mile stretch of beach between Ballona and Santa Monica (NMNH egg set 
31481). In 1938 a set of eggs was collected from a beach where six plover 
nests were said to be present among those of Least Terns 8 km north of 
Malibu (WFVZ egg set 3497). We have been unable to find records of 
nesting on beaches in Los Angeles County since 1949, when one incubating 
adult was reported from Malibu Beach (Stager 1949). The frequent raking of 
all county beaches now precludes the possibility of Snowy Plover nesting. 

In VENTURA COUNTY beaches and river bars from Mugu Lagoon to the 
Santa Clara River mouth supported 14% of the plover pairs on the coast. 
Sixty percent of the Ventura County birds were found on the relatively un- 
disturbed spits of Mugu Lagoon at Ft. Mugu Naval Air Station which is off- 
limits to the public. On Ormond Beach, adjacent to Mugu Lagoon and ex- 
tending northwest to Hueneme, plovers were found on pond margins that 
are a continuation of the Mugu Lagoon wetlands. Except at Mugu Lagoon 
and McGrath State Beach, where we found the remaining Snowy Plovers, 
beach habitat in Ventura County is mostly raked, residentially developed or 
heavily disturbed by off-road vehicles. While records from museum egg col- 
lections suggest that plovers once nested along most of the beach from Mugu 
Lagoon to the city of Ventura, on our survey plovers were absent from the 
most disturbed sections (Appendix 1). 

SANTA BARBARA COUNTY held the second highest number of coastal 
breeding Snowy Plovers, with 16% of the estimated pairs. The most striking 
change that has occurred in this county is the disappearance of the species 
from breeding grounds southeast of Point Conception (Appendix 1) . At El 
Estero spits (Carpinteria and Sandyland), Santa Barbara Beach and Goleta, 
where at least 58 clutches were collected between 1891 and 1948, we were 
unable to find suitably wide or untrampled beach habitat (less than 100% 
covered by human footprints). In 1927 one collector counted 24 pairs at 
Goleta (WFVZ egg set 31500) where we found no plovers on the small, 


7 


SNOWY PLOVER BREEDING STATUS 


heavily used public beach. On small beaches west of Goleta we found some 
suitable habitat but no plovers. Apparently erosion of habitat has been a ma- 
jor factor eliminating Snowy Plovers from southeastern Santa Barbara Coun- 
ty. We discovered large numbers of plovers on the beaches and river mouths 
of northern Santa Barbara County, primarily on Vandenberg Air Force 
Base’s Purisima Point beach, which is off-limits to the public. 

SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY, with 9% of the coastal breeders, has only 
two large, potential nesting areas, the northern section of the Nipomo Dunes 
(extending from the Santa Maria River north to Pismo Beach) and Morro Bay 
spit (Table 2). At the Nipomo Dunes few plovers were found away from the 
Santa Maria River. Two nests at Pismo Beach in 1965 are the only previously 
reported nests on this section of the coast, which seemed to be suitable 
breeding habitat. Heavy human use, including intensive vehicle traffic, prob- 
ably results in the paucity of nesting plovers away from the Santa Maria River 
mouth. Plovers were dispersed along the entire length of Morro Bay spit, 
which appeared to be lightly used by humans. Documentation for nesting in 
the Morro Bay area extends back to 1926. 

MONTEREY COUNTY held 12% of the coast’s and over two-thirds of 
Monterey Bay’s sizable Snowy Plover population. Plovers occurred primarily 
from Marina Beach to Moss Landing’s Western Salt Works. While increased 
human disturbance has probably reduced the number of plovers that now 
breed on the accessible beaches north of the Salinas River mouth, the loss 
has probably been partially compensated for by the development of relatively 
undisturbed nesting habitat at the Moss Landing salt evaporators. Where 
plovers once nested from Pacific Grove to Marina Beach (Appendix 1) , they 
no longer do so since high tides now wash to the base of high wave-cut 
dunes. 

SANTA CRUZ COUNTY supported 5% of the coastal breeding plovers, 
all in two locations (Table 2). At the Pajaro River mouth plovers nested on 
the beach and on open alkali flats in a salt marsh behind the housing 
development north of the river. Wilder Beach, known as a nesting area since 
1922, held an unusually high number of plovers for its small (0.5 km long) 
size. Egg records from Palm Beach and the mouths of Moore, Four-Mile and 
Scott creeks indicate that in the past other small pocket beaches on north 
Monterey Bay supported nesting plovers (Appendix 1). In 1979 Vollmer 
(pers. comm.) found three adults and a brood at the Laguna Creek mouth, 
and Metropulos (pers. comm.) found eight adults and at least two broods at 
the mouth of Waddell Creek. Apparently the species still breeds sporadically 
on some of these publicly-used pocket beaches. 

In SAN MATEO COUNTY, which supported just over 1% of the coastal 
birds, breeding Snowy Plovers were found on the little disturbed beach at 
Ano Nuevo State Reserve and on the beach and sand flats at Pescadero 
Creek mouth. Nesting records from Ano Nuevo are very recent but 
Pescadero has been a known nesting area since 1927 (Appendix 1). The 
beach at Franklin Point, just north of Aho Nuevo, where eggs were collected 
early in the century, has eroded to a narrow terrace backed by dunes perched 
on a 1-3 m high bank. At the time of our survey it was an unsuitable nesting 
site. 
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It is understandable that the heavily eroded and intensively used beaches 
of SAN FRANCISCO COUNTY currently provide no habitat for nesting 
Snowy Plovers, but it is interesting that no historical records of breeding 
could be found. Probably they nested on the dune-backed Ocean Beach 
before urban development spread to the shoreline. 

The plovers found in MARIN COUNTY represented 4% of the coastal 
population. All but one pair were found on the beaches of the Point Reyes 
National Seashore; the remaining pair was on the Bolinas Lagoon spit. 
Although there appeared to be suitable habitat at Dillon Beach, at the mouth 
of Tomales Bay, no plovers were found. Historical records in Marin County 
are limited to a single nest found on Point Reyes Beach in 1926 (Booth 
1926) and a few unpublished observations of nests or broods at Limantour 
Estero and Bolinas Lagoon by PRBO personnel in the 1970s. 

Beaches near Bodega Bay in SONOMA COUNTY are only occasionally 
used by small numbers of nesting plovers. Although we found no plovers 
during the 1977 survey, a nest was found in late April on Salmon Creek 
Beach in 1978 (Appendix 1). The nest and incubating adult disappeared 
within two days. Snowy Plovers probably bred regularly on the spit of 
Bodega Harbor but, since the area has been developed and become heavily 
used for recreation, breeding is now probably irregular at best. 

MENDOCINO COUNTY’S share of the coastal population, 2%, was 
located on 7.4 km dune-backed MacKerricher Beach. We found no previous 
county breeding records, but suspect a lack of observers is responsible for the 
absence of previous records. 

HUMBOLDT COUNTY, with 6% of the coastal plovers, held more birds 
than any county north of Monterey Bay. This undoubtedly was related to the 
extensive amount of potential habitat, consisting of 115 km of sand beach 
backed by dunes or wetlands (Anon. 1971). Records of nesting in the Hum- 
boldt Bay area extend back to 1899 (Appendix 1) but are lacking for beaches 
to the north where we found breeding birds (Table 2). Absence of past 
records for the northern area probably is related to a lack of observers We 
cannot explain the absence of nesting Snowy Plovers south of Humboldt 
Bay, at the north and south spits of the Eel River and at McNutt Beach. 

DEL NORTE COUNTY held just over 1% of the coastal population with 
nesting birds on the beach at Lake Talawa and the Smith River spit. Yocom 
and Harris (1975) suspected breeding in the Lake Talawa area but no 
definite records were reported until Widrig (pers. comm.) found them nesting 
there in May 1977. Lack of observer coverage is undoubtedly responsible for 
the paucity of historical records for this county. 

Coastal Habitat 

Coastal habitats were grouped into six types: 1) bluff-backed beach: beach 
backed by cliffs, bluffs or other non-dune, non-wetland habitat; 2) dune- 
backed beach: may be interrupted by a river, creek, pond, lagoon or salt flat; 
3) small pocket beach: short beach at the mouth of a river, creek or lagoon 
and delimited and dominated by bluffs or rocky points; 4) spit: a sand spit or 
bar separating the ocean from a coastal wetland; 5) estuarine margin: 
disturbed or naturally open area in or at the margin of an estuary or a lagoon 
(often a salt flat) ; 6) salt evaporator. 
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Table 2. Numbers of Snowy Plovers breeding in coastal California. San Diego County 
to San Mateo County from 1978 survey; Marin County to Del Norte County from 
1977 survey. Area types are explained in the coastal habitat section of text. 



Area 

Est. 

Total 

Known 

Known 

Juve- 




Type 

Pairs 

Adults 

Males 

Females 

niles 

Broods 

Nests 

San Diego County 


131 

257 






Tijuana R Mouth 

4 

19 

37 

16 

8 

1 

1 

1 

Silver Strand Beach 

4 

3 

5 

1 

2 


1 


Silver Strand Bay Shore 

4 

3 

6 

1 

2 




Western Salt W F orks 

6 

16 

31 

12 

12 

1 

3 

2 

Sweetwater R Mouth 

5 

9 

18 

3 

6 




San Elijo Lagoon 

5 

12 

23 

6 

4 


1 


Batiquitos Lagoon 

5 

3 

6 

3 





Agua Hedionda Lagoon 

5 

27 

54 




6 

2 

Sta Margarita R Mouth 

4 

37 

74 

23 

16 



1 

French, Aliso Cr Mouths 

3 

2 

3 

2 

1 




Orange County 


10 

19 






Bolsa Chica Oil Fields 

5 

10 

19 

8 

8 



2 

Ventura County 


71 

136 






Mugu Lagoon Spits 

4 

41 

82 

36 

27 

2 

6 

2 

Ormond Beach 

2 

14 

25 

14 

6 

1 

1 


McGrath State Beach 

2 

3 

4 

2 

1 

1 

2 


Santa Clara R Mouth 

2 

13 

25 

12 

5 

1 

1 


Santa Barbara County 


82 

158 






Santa Ynez R Mouth 

2 

5 

10 

1 

1 



2 

Purisima Point Beach 

2 

55 

109 

30 

38 

2 

6 

6 

So. Nipomo Dunes 

2 

4 

4 


4 



2 

Santa Maria R Mouth 

2 

18 

35 

10 

13 

2 

1 


San Luis Obispo County 


43 

86 






No. Nipomo Dunes 

2 

3 

6 

2 

3 



1 

Morro Bay Spit 

4 

40 

80 

24 

27 

13 

4 

5 

Monterey County 


60 

115 






Point Sur Beach 

2 

2 

3 


2 


2 


Marina Beach 

2 

12 

23 

8 

9 



1 

Salinas R Spit 

4 

16 

31 




2 

1 

Salinas R State Beach 

2 

4 

7 

3 

4 



2 

Western Salt Works 

6 

24 

47 

7 

7 


2 

8 

Moss Lndng.-Zmudowski 

2 

2 

4 

1 

2 


2 


Santa Cruz County 


25 

50 






Pajaro R Spit 

4 

17 

34 




8 

5 

Wilder Cr Beach 

3 

8 

16 

5 

6 


3 


San Mateo County 


7 

13 






Ano Nuevo Beach 

2 

5 

9 

4 

4 



1 

Pescadero Cr Spit 

4 

2 

4 

2 

2 



1 
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Table 2 (Cont.) 



Area 

Est. 

Total 

Known 

Known 

Juve- 




Type 

Pairs 

Adults 

Males 

Females 

niles 

Broods 

Nests 

Marin County 


21 

40 






Bolinas Lagoon Spit 

4 

1 

1 

1 



1 


Limantour Estero Spit 

4 

4 

8 

3 

3 



2 

Drakes Beach Spit 

4 

1 

2 

1 

1 




Point Reyes Beach 

2 

15 

29 

12 

9 



1 

Mendocino County 


9 

15 






MacKerricher Beach 

2 

9 

15 

7 

8 



5 

Humboldt County 


32 

54 






So. Humboldt Bay Spit 

4 

4 

7 

3 

2 



1 

No. Humboldt Bay Spit 

4 

6 

11 

5 

5 



3 

Elk R Spit 

4 

1 

1 


1 



1 

Lanphere Dunes Beach 

2 

2 

3 

1 

2 



2 

Mad R Spit 

4 

10 

17 

9 

7 


2 

5 

Clam Beach 

2 

1 

2 

1 

1 



1 

Big Lagoon Bar 

4 

8 

13 

4 

8 

1 

2 

5 

Del Norte County 


7 

11 






Lake Talawa Beach 

2 

3 

5 

2 

2 



1 

Smith R Spit 

4 

4 

6 

2 

4 



2 

TOTALS 


498 

954 

287 

275 

25 

57 

72 


Small pocket beaches are sometimes similar to spits but are distinguished 
by several characteristics. Because pocket beaches are short and usually span 
less than 1 .5 km of coastline, they are almost always dominated by delimiting 
cliffs or bluffs. Significant vegetated dune or hummock development behind 
the beach is usually lacking. Spits may be delimited at either end by cliffs, 
bluffs, dunes or lowlands but, because of their length and the presence of 
fairly extensive low wetlands behind them, they are not dominated by tower- 
ing topographic features. They usually have well developed dune or hum- 
mock structures between the beach and the wetland. 

The six habitats differed in importance to nesting Snowy Plovers. The 
habitat type for each area supporting plovers on the survey is designated in 
Tabie 2. 

None of the many bluff-backed beaches surveyed held nesting Snowy 
Plovers; most were low and narrow, offering little habitat free from periodic 
tidal inundation, One exception, the privately owned isolated 5.8 km McNutt 
Beach in Humboldt County, was backed by a stretch of upper beach over 
100 m wide above the high tide line but, like other bluff-backed beaches, 
held no plovers. No obvious reason for their absence there was apparent. 

Dune-backed beaches supported 34% of the pairs on the coast; all except 
Point Sur, Dillon Beach and Lanphere Beach were interrupted at least once 
by river mouths, creek mouths, ponds or lagoons. Although these wetlands 
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spanned only 7% of the 112 km of dune-backed beaches that supported 
plovers, 46% of the 170 pairs on these beaches were near these wetlands. 
Densities of plovers along dune-backed beaches were not particularly high 
compared to those along spits except at Purisima Point and Ano Nuevo State 
Reserve (Table 3). 

Small pocket beaches proved to be generally poor nesting locations, col- 
lectively holding only 2% of the estimated pairs; we found plovers on only 2 
of 25 with potential nesting habitat. At one of these, French Creek mouth on 
Camp Pendleton, we found three adults that showed no signs of nesting. 
The other site, Wilder Beach, Santa Cruz County, was unusual among small 
pocket beaches, having a small but well developed terrace of vegetated sand 
hummocks on its upper beach. French and Wilder creek mouths share two 
important characteristics: both are off-limits to the public and both are near 
other major nesting areas; French Creek is 3.4 km north of the Santa 
Margarita River mouth and Wilder Creek is on the north side of Monterey 
Bay. Other Santa Cruz County pocket beaches occasionally hold plovers 
such as in 1979 when nesting birds were found at Laguna and Waddell creek 
mouths. Usually, however, small pocket beaches provide the only beaches 
along long stretches of bluff-backed coast, are consequently heavily trampled 
by bathers, and therefore are difficult places for plovers to nest safely. 

Some of the highest densities of plovers were on spits (Table 3). Sand spit 
habitat, which held 43% of the pairs along the coast, was undoubtedly 
enhanced by the fairly extensive bordering wetlands. Tidal flats and other 
open areas in marshes afforded alternate, often productive feeding areas, 
and a refuge from human disturbance on the beaches. At the Tijuana River, 
Santa Margarita River, Mugu Lagoon and Pajaro River spits, salt pans in ad- 
jacent marshes were also used for nesting. Snowy Plovers often were seen 
moving between salt pans, tidal flats, and beaches, indicating these areas 
function together in providing habitat. Supplemental feeding and nesting 
areas provided by wetlands and salt flats caused plover densities (measured 
along the length of the spits) to be higher than they might otherwise have 
been. For example, spits at the Tijuana River and nearby Silver Strand beach 
in San Diego County both receive heavy human use. However, the spit at 
the Tijuana River adjoins a salt marsh with extensive salt flats which the 
plovers use, while Silver Strand beach is separated from the few remaining 
undeveloped portions of the bay shore by a major roadway. The density of 
plovers along the Silver Strand spit was less than a tenth that along the Ti- 
juana River spits and was noticably lower than that on other spits (Table 3). 
Spits that supported nesting plovers varied in topography, vegetation and 
composition of the adjacent wetlands. South of Point Conception, Santa 
Barbara County, most spits were covered by low, vegetated mounds, but to 
the north they were often covered by extensive vegetated dunes, sometimes 
over 30 m high. 

Open areas around estuaries, which held 12% of the coastal pairs, include 
lagoon margins, disturbed areas (salt pans) in salt marshes, and bay fill. All of 
these areas were usually level, with topographic relief exceeding 50 cm only 
at San Diego Bay fill sites, which were 2 to 3 m above the bay margin, and at 
Bolsa Chica Oil Fields, where roadways were built 2 m above the marsh. 
Substrate was always at least lightly compacted and debris usually covered 
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less than 1% of the area. Marsh salt pan also occurred behind the spits at the 
Tijuana and Pajaro river mouths, at Mugu Lagoon and at the Moss Landing 
Salt Works but, because salt pans functioned as part of a broader habitat 
system at these areas, they are considered as subareas of the spits or salt 
works rather than separately as open areas in estuaries. 

Salt evaporators, which supported 8% of the pairs on the coast, afforded 
Snowy Plovers a man-made habitat at estuaries. Plovers nested on low dikes 
separating evaporator ponds and on floors of dried evaporators. They fed on 
the abundant brine flies (Ephydridae) at pond margins. Dikes varied in height 
from less than 1 m to 2 m above the water surface. We found most plovers 
on unvegetated portions of the lower dikes, except where Western Gulls 
(Larus occidentalis) , Caspian Terns { Sterna caspia), Forster’s Terns (S. 
forsteri) or Black Skimmers ( Rynchops niger) were nesting. 

In general the density of nesting plovers decreased from south to north 
(Table 4), indicating that when human disturbance was not overwhelming, 
southern rather than northern beaches provided the best habitat. 


Table 3. Densities of Snowy Plover pairs estimated from census totals in May and 
June 1978 in four of six habitat types surveyed in southern and central California. 



Kilometers 

Hectares 

Pairs per 


of Coastline * 

of Open Area 

Km or Ha 

Small Pocket Beaches 
French Cr Mouth 

0.5 

4.0 

Wilder Cr Beach 

0.5 


16.0 

Dune-backed Beaches 
Ormond to Ventura Beach 

12.5 


1.9 

Santa Ynez R Beach 

2.3 


2.2 

Purisima Point Beach 

9.2 


6.0 

Nipomo Dunes Beach 

20.9 


1.2 

Point Sur Beach 

0.9 


2.2 

Marina Beach 

5.6 


2.1 

Salinas R to Pajaro R 

10.1 


0.6 

Aho Nuevo State Reserve 

1.1 


4.6 

Spits 

Tijuana R Mouth 

3.7 

(15) 

5.1 

Silver Strand 

13.4 


0.4 

Santa Margarita R Mouth 

1.9 

(52) 

19.5 

Mugu Lagoon Spits 

8.6 

(12) 

4.8 

Morro Bay Spit 

8.0 


5.0 

Salinas R Spit 

2.0 


8.0 

Pajaro R Spit 

2.6 

(3) 

6.5 

Pescadero Cr Spit 

1.0 


2.0 

Estuarine Margins 
Sweetwater R Mouth 


17.5 

0.5 

San Elijo Lagoon 


63 

0.2 

Batiquitos Lagoon 


1.5 

2.0 

Agua Hedionda Lagoon 


20 

1.4 

Bolsa Chica Oil Fields 


68 

0.1 


’Does not include riprapped, urban developed or bluff-backed shoreline. 
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Table 4. Densities of Snowy Plovers along sand beaches in coastal California counties. 
Lengths of sand beach in each county from Anon. (1971). 


Estimated 




Pairs on 

Estimated 

Estimated 

Estimated 


Kilometers 

Beaches & 

Pairs per 

Pairs in 

Pairs per 


of Sand 

Associated 

Kilometer 

Coastal 

Kilometer 

County 

Beach 

Flats t 

of Beach t 

Habitat § 

of Beach § 

San Diego 

36.7 

73 

2.0 

131 

3.6 

Orange 

41.4 

0 

0.0 

10 

0.2 

Los Angeles 

70.8 

0 

0.0 

0 

0.0 

Ventura 

29.0 

71 

2.4 

71 

2.4 

Santa Barbara 

27.7 

82 

3.0 

82 

3.0 

San Luis Obispo 

41.7 

43 

1.0 

43 

1.0 

Monterey 

33.5 

36 

1.1 

60 

1.8 

Santa Cruz 

19.6 

25 

1.3 

25 

1.3 

San Mateo 

12.4 

7 

0.6 

7 

0.6 

San Francisco 

4.0 

0 

0.0 

0 

0.0 

Marin 

35.1 

21 

0.6 

21 

0.6 

Sonoma 

17.4 

1 

0.1 

1 

0.1 

Mendocino 

12.4 

9 

0.7 

9 

0.7 

Humboldt 

115.4 

32 

0.3 

32 

0.3 

Del Norte 

19.8 

7 

0.4 

7 

0.4 


t Omits birds at salt works, oil fields and northern San Diego County coastal lagoons. 
§ Includes all estimated pairs from along the coast. 


Generally nests were located in flat open areas devoid of, or sparsely 
covered with, vegetation or driftwood. On beaches in particular, nests were 
often placed next to some object such as a piece of driftwood, kelp or plastic. 
Sites were usually within 100 m of water but occasionally were several hun- 
dred meters away when there was not a formidable barrier of vegetation be- 
tween the nest and the water. The absence of such a barrier is probably im- 
portant so that newly-hatched chicks may have easy access to the shore. 
Broods generally were located feeding near water, but when disturbed would 
retreat to the upper beach where the chicks would crouch by driftwood or 
run into vegetation to avoid being seen. 

Disturbance to Coastal Habitat 

Several factors affect the quality of breeding habitat. Humans have a con- 
siderable impact through their recreational activities and by physically altering 
areas with residential, industrial and recreational development. Other agents 
of disturbance identified in other studies (Page unpubl. data) are high winds, 
high water levels and nest predators. 
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The intensity and type of human activity varied considerably among sites. 
Some activities precluded the use of beaches for nesting. In all of Los Angeles 
County and parts of Orange County, entire beaches are groomed with large 
rakes with tines 5 to 8 cm apart. These rakes are dragged behind motorized 
vehicles from the waterline to pavement or the low retaining wall bordering 
the beaches. Since this is done once a week or more often, no nest could sur- 
vive even if human use were not as intensive as it is. Other activities, such as 
the driving of public off-road and military all-terrain vehicles, while causing 
considerable disturbance and sometimes nest destruction, do not always pre- 
vent plovers from nesting. 

To measure the effect of human activity on the density of nesting plovers 
we had hoped to find physically similar segments of coastline that received 
different intensities of human use. We found only one place where 
reasonably similar areas could be compared. In Santa Barbara and San Luis 
Obispo counties there are two fairly long neighboring stretches of dune- 
backed beach, the dunes north of Purisima Point on Vandenberg Air Force 
Base and the vast Nipomo Dunes System (Santa Maria River dunes) farther 
north. They differ primarily in the extent of associated wetlands; Purisima 
Point dunes are interrupted by one creek mouth and the Nipomo Dunes by a 
river and two creeks. However, the human use that these beaches receive is 
quite dissimilar, with the Purisima area receiving almost none and the 
Nipomo area receiving a lot, including extensive off-road vehicle traffic. The 
density of nesting plovers along Nipomo Dunes beach is less than a fifth of 
that along Purisima Point beach, despite the fact that the Nipomo system has 
more wetland habitat. In addition, nesting plovers are dispersed along much 
of the Purisima coast, whereas 78% of the plovers on Nipomo Dunes beach 
were concentrated around the mouth of the Santa Maria River. Although a 
more thorough population and habitat study would be necessary to assess 
the causes of these disparate densities, they do suggest that human activities 
can severely depress the number of nesting plovers. 

The introduction of Marram Grass ( Ammophila arertaria) to stabilize 
coastal dunes has altered the physical structure of beaches and has almost 
certainly detrimentally affected nesting Snowy Plovers. We found Marram 
Grass from Ventura County north; it was well established in many areas 
north of Point Conception. The formation of the foredune parallel to the 
shoreline typically built by the sand-binding roots of Marram Grass decreases 
open, unvegetated areas above the tidelines and therefore the amount of 
potential nesting habitat. Vegetated dunes of beaches dominated by the 
native dunegrass (Elymus mollis ) are usually perpendicular to the shoreline 
and are often separated by expanses of fairly flat sand that extend back from 
the upper beach and are favored plover nesting sites. Barbour et al. (1976) 
found that Ammophila- dominated beach held about half the number of plant 
species, had less open area and had steeper slopes than adjacent beach 
dominated by Elymus. Slobodchikoff and Doyen (1977) found that Am- 
mophila markedly depressed the abundance and diversity of sand dune ar- 
thropods in California. Since Snowy Plovers often feed on insects well above 
the high tide line, their food supply may be detrimentally affected by the 
presence of Ammophila. The Piping Plover ( Charadrius melodus), a bird 
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with similar habits, declined in numbers on a New York State beach after 
Ammophila was planted in its nesting area (Wilcox 1959). 

Among non-human related factors, predators, which on the coast appear 
to be mainly corvids, are known to have a marked effect on plover nesting 
success (Page unpubl. data and Wilson pers. comm.). Ravens were seen at 
only 6 and crows at 4 of 107 sites surveyed south of the Golden Gate, This 
spotty corvid distribution contrasts with the north coast, where ravens were 
seen on 34 and crows at 10 of the 41 sites surveyed. We believe that nesting 
plovers south of the Golden Gate may suffer less from corvid nest predation 
than those to the north. 

Strong winds and high water are the other factors affecting breeding suc- 
cess. At Pajaro Dunes, Santa Cruz County, strong winds were found to be a 
major cause of nest loss (Warriner and Warriner unpubl. data). Extremely 
high tides, especially spring tides in June and July, washed away nests at 
Limantour spit, Marin County (Page unpubl. data). Egg collectors noted that 
high tides washed away a nest in San Diego County (WFVZ egg set 91,240) 
and nearly inundated one in Santa Barbara County (CMNH egg set 1192). 
Although it is impossible to reach any valid conclusion about the effect of 
high winds on Snowy Plovers during this survey, we can comment on the 
probable effects of high water. The winter of 1977-78 was unusually stormy 
and high waves severely eroded beaches in southern and central California. 
By early May, when we started the survey of the south coast, many eroded 
beaches had not yet recovered their normal sand loads. One employee at 
Silver Strand State Beach, San Diego County, told us that 45 m of the nor- 
mal 100 to 130 m of beach width had been removed by storms the previous 
winter. We also found that several coastal lagoons, whose level sandy 
margins previously provided nesting habitat, were flooded by winter rains up 
to the vegetated edges or steep banks and therefore lacked suitable breeding 
habitat at that time. Later in the season water levels dropped in most lagoons, 
which then were used by nesting plovers. Because much of the flooded and 
eroded coastal habitat eventually was restored, nesting areas appeared or in- 
creased in size in some locations after our survey. These habitat alterations 
undoubtedly were responsible for some shifting of nesting birds between 
locations during the summer. 


HI. SAN FRANCISCO BAY AND THE INTERIOR 
R. PHILIP HENDERSON and GARY W. PAGE 

San Francisco Bay 

Having habitat affinities with the interior and being somewhat isolated from 
the open coast, San Francisco Bay falls into an intermediate category be- 
tween the coast and the interior and therefore is considered separately. Dur- 
ing the survey 351 adult plovers were found in the bay with 90.6% of these 
in ALAMEDA COUNTY, 5.4% in SAN MATEO COUNTY; and 4.0% in 
SANTA CLARA COUNTY (Table 5); they occurred at functioning and 
abandoned salt evaporators south of the San Mateo Bridge. The majority 
were on the east side of the bay, on levees surrounding evaporators brim- 
ming with water and on levees and flats in partly dry evaporators. Their 
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distribution on levees was patchy and their absence from some was inex- 
plicable, although when found, birds were almost always on levees 
separating one evaporator from another and seldom on levees separating 
evaporators from the bay or the land. Nests were located on levees around 
filled or partly dry evaporators or on dry flats in partly empty or disused 
evaporators. 

Snowy Plovers bred at salt evaporators in South San Francisco Bay as ear- 
ly as 1918; Grinnell et al. (1918) noted that “a great many pairs nested on 
dikes separating salt ponds on the east side of the bay, at the Alvarado salt 
works, and that workmen had reported having broken many eggs with 
wheelbarrows,” As one nest was collected 15 May 1919 on a levee near 
Redwood City, they also nested on the west side of the bay early in this cen- 
tury. Subsequent scattered breeding records at the Hayward salt ponds, near 
the Dumbarton Bridge, near Alviso and near Belmont are summarized in Ap- 
pendix 1; we found birds in all these areas. We found none on sand fill at the 
end of the main runway at Oakland Internationa] Airport where Manolis 
(pers. comm.) found a few adults in 1977, and Feeney (pers. comm.) saw 
five adults in 1979, nor did we have any reports of breeding on the south 
shore of Alameda where there have been occasional recent records (Appen- 
dix 1). 

In summer, 1971, during an extensive survey of the breeding birds of 
South San Francisco Bay, Gill (1972) found 15 Snowy Plover nests at two 
locations, on the Knapp Gun Club property 4 km northwest of Alviso, and 
on levees at the east end of the Dumbarton Bridge. He concluded that 
“breeding populations of Snowy Plovers within the study area would approx- 
imate . . . 150 pairs. This would include nesting actually observed during 
1971 plus observation of other adult birds within the major nesting areas and 
sightings of additional birds in areas with suitable nesting habitat such as Bair 
Island, Moffett Field, and the Drawbridge-Coyote Creek areas.” 

We found plovers breeding in both areas where Gill found them breeding 
but at one, the Knapp Gun Club property, they were much less numerous 
during our survey. At Bair Island, the Moffett Field area and the Drawbridge- 
Coyote Creek area where Gill found birds but no nests, we found neither 
nests nor birds. At most only 199 of the plovers we counted were within the 
area Gill estimated held 150 pairs in 1971. Because of the patchiness of the 
plovers’ distribution in South San Francisco Bay, Gill may have 
overestimated numbers, so that the two sets of data should not be construed 
as indicating a decline. At best the data indicate that since at least 1971 the 
man-made salt evaporators of South San Francisco Bay have been one of 
the most important breeding areas in the state. 

Although Gill (pers. comm.) found three pairs nesting on a salt evaporator 
levee in July 1975 at Little Island, NAPA COUNTY, our search of this and 
many other levees in North San Francisco Bay failed to turn up a single 
Snowy Plover in 1978. The levee at Little Island was covered with 600 
nesting Caspian Terns, several hundred roosting California Gulls ( Lams 
californicus ) and 80 roosting White Pelicans ( Pelecanus erythrorhynchos) . 
Since this crowded levee seemed to be the only suitable nesting area, we 
believe that the breeding of small numbers of plovers at salt evaporators in 
North San Francisco Bay is probably irregular. 
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Table 5. Number of Snowy Plovers in San Francisco Bay during June 1978 survey. 



Total 

Adults 

Known 

Males 

Known 

Females 

Juveniles 

Broods 

Nests 

San Mateo County 

19 

10 

2 

2 

3 


Santa Clara County 

14 

7 

4 

3 

2 

1 

Alameda County 

318 

85 

83 

3 

50 

35 

TOTALS 

351 

102 

89 

8 

55 

36 


Table 6. Numbers of Snowy Plovers found in 1978 in the California interior. 
Asterisks (*) indicate first reported breeding records. 



Total 

Known 

Known 





Adults 

Males 

Females 

Juveniles 

Broods 

Nests 

Imperial County 

216 






Salton Sea 

216 

78 

82 


7 

10 

Riverside County 

10 






Salton Sea 

10 

1 

4 




San Bernardino County 

77 






Harper Lake 

61 

14 

8 


1 

1 

* Searles Lake 

16 

4 

4 

2 

9 


Kern County 

34 






Rosamond Lake 

6 

4 

2 




* Koehn Lake 

26 

10 

8 


2 

1 

Goose Lake 

2 


1 




Kings County 

1 






Corcoran Reservoir 

1 


1 




Inyo County 

522 






’ Tecopa Marsh 

1 

4 

3 


1 


Owens Lake 

499 

115 

81 

4 

35 

21 

Salt Lake 

1 


1 




* Tinemaha Reservoir 

2 

1 

1 



1 

Deep Springs Lake 

13 

6 

5 


3 


Mono County 

384 






Mono Lake 

384 

181 

139 



31 

Lassen County 

208 






* Honey Lake 

208 

81 

33 

28 

20 

4 

Modoc County 

391 






* Lower Alkali Lake 

92 

22 

11 

8 

11 

10 

* Middle Alkali Lake 

36 

13 

3 

13 

5 


* Upper Alkali Lake 

230 

45 

38 

51 

42 

11 

Goose Lake 

33 

18 

8 

4 

11 


TOTALS 

1843 

597 

433 

110 

147 

90 
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The Interior 

During the 1978 survey we found 1843 adult Snowy Plovers at 18 interior 
locations; nests or chicks were found at all except 4 (Table 6). At 2 of those 4 
locations, Rosamond Lake and Goose Lake in Kern County, the presence of 
suitable nesting habitat suggested probable breeding. 

The male to female ratio was unbalanced at 10 males to 8 females, prob- 
ably because females incubate for most of the daylight hours and were more 
difficult to find on their scattered nests than males, which concentrated at 
feeding places by water. Unfavorable lighting conditions or large numbers of 
birds often prevented us from determining the sex of some birds. Because of 
these factors, we have used the total number of adults rather than the 
estimated number of pairs as a measure of population size in the interior. 

The Salton Sea in IMPERIAL and RIVERSIDE COUNTIES accounted for 
12.3% of the adults found in the interior. This percentage might have been 
slightly higher had we not accidentally omitted the Lupine Wash area in Im- 
perial County. Of the 226 adults found, 96% were in IMPERIAL COUNTY 
and 4% were in RIVERSIDE COUNTY. Although they occurred around the 
entire Salton Sea perimeter, the major concentrations were on the west side 
from Desert Shores to the north half of the Salton Sea Naval Test Base and at 
the mouth of San Felipe Creek, and on the east side from Bombay Creek to 
the Wister Unit of Imperial Wildlife Area and on beaches south of the Wister 
Unit. They occurred along open, gently sloping shorelines and in the region 
of washes. A few were found on flats inside diked reservoirs but none on diked 
or densely vegetated shoreline. Although most plovers were located in areas 
with little human disturbance, some were found between Desert Shores and 
Salton City, at Desert Beach and at Bombay Beach, three areas heavily used 
by people. 

The Salton Sea formed from 1905 to 1907 when structural flaws in a canal 
system allowed water from the Colorado River to flow unchecked into the 
Whitewater River Basin. Since then agricultural runoff has maintained and 
even caused a rise in water levels. We found no information suggesting that 
Snowy Plovers bred in the Whitewater River Basin prior to 1905; a nest 
taken in 1929 is the earliest known breeding record. This and other reports 
(Appendix 1) indicate that Snowy Plovers have been breeding at the Salton 
Sea for at least 50 years. Our survey results indicate that it is currently one of 
the most important breeding sites in the state (Table 6). 

The only other known breeding location in RIVERSIDE COUNTY is Lake 
Elsinore. Records date from a nest found in 1939 to the sighting of three 
“juveniles” (possibly chicks?) in April 1974 (Appendix 1). At the time of our 
1978 survey high lake levels flooded into surrounding vegetation, leaving no 
suitable habitat for nesting plovers and none were found. 

SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY held 4.2% of the interior plover popula- 
tion at two sites, Harper and Searles lakes. Harper Lake, an alkali sink with 
some marsh and open standing water, accounted for 79.2% of the plovers in 
the county. They were found on the southwest margin of the lakebed in three 
separate areas with 37 birds at the central, 15 at the southeast, and 9 at the 
northwesternmost site. Since water is pumped to at least two of these areas 
after it has been used for irrigation in nearby alfalfa fields, the birds’ habitat is 
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largely under human control. Snowy Plovers were first known to be breeding 
at Harper Lake in 1977 when Henderson found at least 67 adults, 3 broods 
and one nest. The lack of earlier records is probably due to the absence of 
observers. 

The first reported breeding record at Searles Lake occurred during our 
1978 survey with the discovery of 16 adults and 9 broods. Since all birds 
were feeding around standing water leaking from a pipe at the west facility of 
the Kerr-McGee Chemical Corporation plant, plover breeding at this heavily 
industrialized location may have been unusual. The only other standing 
water on the alkali lakebed was a concentrated brine solution in solar 
evaporation ponds and an effluent smelling of sulfur from the chemical 
plants. 

Three locations, Rosamond Lake, Koehn Lake and Goose Lake in KERN 
COUNTY, collectively held 1.8% of the interior population. Although Rosa- 
mond Lake is usually dry, 25% of the lakebed was flooded by fresh-tasting, 
silt-laden water when surveyed. On the unvegetated east shoreline the six 
plovers seen were believed to be breeding although no nests or broods were 
found. Two small bodies of water lay on the otherwise dry alkali flats at 
Koehn Lake. By the larger, 25 ha body on the west edge of the lakebed, 25 
adults, 2 broods and 1 nest were found. One additional adult was seen by a 5 
ha body of water near the old Saltdale saltworks. At Koehn Lake strong 
winds hampered surveying so that our population estimate is probably low. 
We found no previous summer records for either Koehn or Rosamond lakes. 

Agricultural practices have changed the landscape of the Sacramento and 
San Joaquin valleys considerably during past decades. Most alkaline lakes 
which provided good nesting habitat have disappeared . The only such areas 
we found were in the San Joaquin Valley on the Kern National Wildlife 
Refuge and at Goose Lake in KERN COUNTY. The only plovers found were 
two birds believed to be nesting at Goose Lake and a probable migrant at 
Corcoran Reservoir, and an area lacking suitable breeding habitat, in KINGS 
COUNTY. 

Historically the Sacramento Valley probably was not a major nesting area 
and we therefore omitted it from the survey. The only three documented 
breeding records were an adult with young at both the Woodland Sewage 
Ponds and the Davis Sewage Ponds in YOLO COUNTY, and a nest that was 
collected in 1913 near Reigo in BUTTE COUNTY (Appendix 1). 

Historically the San Joaquin Valley was probably more important as a 
breeding area than the Sacramento Valley. There are several breeding 
records from near Los Banos in MERCED COUNTY (Appendix 1}; one that 
was particularly well documented (Unglish 1938), notes that 5 miles north of 
Los Banos a 5 acre pond with a few small islands held 1 1 Snowy Plovers and 
at least 4 nests in 1937. It was the first time Unglish “in fifteen years of field 
work in the Los Banos area” and only the second time his companion Tyler, 
“in forty years in this section,” had ever recorded Snowy Plovers. Dawson 
(1923) mentions that plovers were breeding near Los Banos as early as 
1912. Other records for the San Joaquin Valley include a pair that was 
“probably preparing to nest” just east of Firebaugh in MADERA COUNTY 
(Tyler 1916) and records from Buena Vista Lake in KERN COUNTY. Judg- 
ing from the accounts of Linton (1908) and Lamb and Howell (1913) signifi- 
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cant numbers may have once bred at Buena Vista Lake. Both accounts 
report plovers in June, and Linton reported a two egg clutch on 2 June 
1907. Linton’s description of the lake indicated ideal breeding habitat. Today 
Snowy Plovers rarely breed in the San Joaquin Valley. 

INYO COUNTY held the largest number of plovers with 28.3% of the in- 
terior population. At Tecopa Marsh, where the meandering Amargosa River 
created some marsh and open standing water on an old lakebed, Henderson 
found seven adults and one brood of chicks for the first definite breeding 
record. However, the species was reported in small numbers during past 
breeding seasons by Tarble (pers. comm.); the highest number she saw was 
12 birds on 18 June 1975. Undoubtedly some were breeding. 

Owens Lake, with 499 birds, held more Snowy Plovers than any other 
location in the state. While we were there, water from Cartago, Ash, Cotton- 
wood and Carroll creeks bypassed the Los Angeles Aqueduct and flowed 
onto the alkaline lakebed where it formed a shallow body of water on the 
west side. Water also seeped onto the lakebed at several locations at its 
north, south and east sides. Most birds were found around water, especially 
along creeks, at creek mouths and at seeps. Ponds adjacent to the south end 
of the lake also held some plovers. Areas we were able to reach along the 
margins of the main body of the lake held no birds except near creek mouths. 
Most nests were found on the west side but broods were found almost 
everywhere where adults were near water. At Owens Lake in 1891 Fisher 
(1893) found the Snowy Plover “near Keeler, May 30 to June 4, where it 
was common in small flocks of five to ten on the alkaline flats which border 
the lake.” He believed “the species was evidently breeding at the time, but 
no eggs or young were found.” The only published information we found 
verifying nesting at Owens Lake was Heindel’s observation in July 1975 of 
130 adult-sized plovers accompanied by downy young at Dirty Socks (Mc- 
Caskie 1975) at the south end of the lake. 

Although Henderson found one Snowy Plover at Salt Lake in Saline 
Valley in May 1978 and two in June 1977, he found no evidence of 
breeding. Since the birds may have been transients or summering non- 
breeders and since there are no past breeding records, the plovers breeding 
status at Salt Lake remains uncertain. 

A pair of nesting plovers found by Henderson in June 1978 at the Los 
Angeles Department of Water and Power’s freshwater Tinemaha Reservoir 
represents the first breeding record for this location. An employee of LADWP 
indicated the flat on which the plover nested would soon be flooded by rising 
water so the nest may have been destroyed; normally the area may not be a 
nesting site. 

The final INYO COUNTY site with Snowy Plovers was the alkaline Deep 
Springs Lake, where 13 adults and 3 broods were found, mostly near a small 
seep on the northwest margin of the lakebed. LeValley (pers. comm.) 
reported seeing about 30 plovers on the lake on 29 and 30 May 1971, a time 
when migrants should have been absent. Two nests found in 1964 (Mc- 
Caskie and Pugh 1964) are the only previous nesting records. 

Mono Lake accounted for 20.8% of the adults in the interior and all of the 
Snowy Plovers in MONO COUNTY. The lake’s 384 birds represented the 
state’s second largest concentration. Birds were found from Navy Beach on 
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the south side counterclockwise along the shoreline to Black Point on the 
north side. A small, isolated pocket of birds also occurred at Mono County 
Park on the northwest side of the lake. Nests were on unvegetated gravel and 
sand ridges up to 1.5 km from water and on dry alkali flats as close as 100 m 
to the receding water line. In all, 128 nests were located in 1978 (Page et al. 
1979). 

No one reported nesting Snowy Plovers at Mono Lake before 1976 when 
Winkler et al. (1977) found 3 nests, at least 6 broods and, on 14 September, 
had a high count of 100 adult-sized birds on a census of the entire lake. Page 
and Peaslee visited the area for 2 days in mid-June 1977 and found 90 
adults and 8 nests along part of the shoreline. 

Snowy Plovers occurred at one location in LASSEN COUNTY, Honey 
Lake, where 208 birds made up 11.3% of those in the interior. Most birds 
were found along the southeast side of the lake from just south of Wendel to 
the base of a broad peninsula that bisects the south shore, along the west side 
of that peninsula, and along the north shore of the lake, especially in the 
vicinity of Hartson Reservoir. Because we did not cover the shoreline from 3 
km east of Hartson Reservoir to 0.8 km south of Wendel, we may have missed 
some birds. The only nests founds were in clumps of Distichlis near Hartson 
Reservoir but we suspect birds also nested on dried, cracked mud several 
hundred meters from water on the east side of the lake. We found broods in 
all areas where there were adults. Prior to our survey the only record for the 
Honey Lake area was an observation of two pairs on the floor of Hartson 
Reservoir on 11 June 1977 (Gaines fide Jurek pers. comm.). 

Four sites, Lower Alkali Lake, Middle Alkali Lake, Upper Alkali Lake and 
Goose Lake, in MODOC COUNTY held 391 birds or 21.2% of those in the 
interior. By the time we reached this area in early July the alkali lakes had 
evaporated considerably, exposing wide expanses of lakebed. On Lower 
Alkali Lake, where water covered about 50% of the lakebed, all plovers were 
found at the northeast end where open standing water abutted a marsh. Ten 
nests were found in the same area but several hundred meters from the water 
on a low plateau bordering the lakebed. Middle Alkali Lake was nearly dry 
but we found some plovers with broods by open water adjoining marsh near 
the north end of the lakebed. Plovers were found along the east side of Up- 
per Alkali Lake where 75% of the lakebed was still covered by water; there 
was no suitable open habitat on the west side. Some nests at Upper Alkali 
Lake were near the edge of the lakebed on alkali flat as far as 2-3 km from 
water; other nests were much closer to water. Broods were found by water 
mostly at the northeast end of the lake. Ours are the first breeding records for 
all of the Alkali Lakes. 

The 33 adults and 11 broods near water on alkali flats at the southwest end 
of Goose Lake, MODOC COUNTY, were the last plovers we found on the 
interior survey. Dawson (1923) reported breeding plovers here in June 
1912, providing the only other record. 

Since there was a breeding record in the Tule-Lower Klamath Lakes 
region of SISKIYOU COUNTY in 1957 (Giles and Crabb 1958), we visited 
this area but found no plovers. It is unlikely that the species breeds regularly 
there, except perhaps at White Lake just across the border in Oregon where 
we saw a few plovers. James Hainline, a biologist at Klamath Lake National 
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Wildlife Refuge, told us he had seen 8 adults and 5 chicks at White Lake a 
few days before our visit in early July but that he had not seen Snowy Plovers 
on the California side of the refuge. 


Inland Habitat 

Breeding habitat consisted primarily of shallow lakes bordered by 
unvegetated or sparsely vegetated flats. Inhabited lakes were distributed over 
the length of the state, mainly in the Upper and Lower Sonoran Life Zones 
(Grinnell 1915); most were alkaline. 

Nests were generally located in flat, open areas, although many were part- 
ly concealed by microhabitat features. Of 45 nests at the Salton Sea, Owens 
Lake, Honey Lake and the Alkali Lakes, 40% were within 15 cm of 
something such as a stick, rock or clump of vegetation, even though these 
were usually scarce in the general area. Except for 1 1 % of the nests that were 
in flat (topographic relief within aim radius less than 5 cm) areas away from 
vegetation or other surface irregularities, the remaining nests were on 
substrate with enough topographic relief or disruptive coloration (sand- 
pebble substrate) to provide some concealment for the eggs and in many 
cases the incubating bird. 

At inland lakes we usually saw broods feeding within a few meters of the- 
water. When disturbed they often ran across dry open flats to avoid us. 
Chicks readily hid in available marsh vegetation, particularly at the Alkali 
Lakes in Modoc County. 


Disturbance to Nesting Habitat 

Except at Rosamond Lake, habitat at each breeding site had apparently 
been altered by human activities over the past 200 years. In the Central 
Valley agricultural development has confined wetlands to such an extent that 
suitable breeding habitat is largely depleted. The only historical nesting site of 
any size we were able to identify, Buena Vista Lake in Kern County, has 
disappeared. At several breeding sites in the Mohave Desert and the Great 
Basin, agricultural or municipal water demands have altered habitat. The 
most striking examples, Owens Lake which has almost completely dried up, 
and Mono Lake whose levels are rapidly dropping, held the largest concen- 
trations of birds. Because much habitat remains in these areas and practically 
nothing is known about breeding numbers prior to the 1970s, we refrain from 
assessing the effect of these changes on the plover. Man’s intervention at the 
Salton Sea has produced breeding habitat for a substantial number of 
plovers. Whether the additional habitat offsets the loss at other locations re- 
mains unanswered. 

We saw nest predators, particularly Common Ravens, at almost all loca- 
tions surveyed. One raven was seen taking the eggs of a plover and those of 
several American Avocets ( Recuruirostra americana ) at Owens Lake. At 
Mono Lake California Gulls, ravens and Coyotes (Can/s latrans) destroyed 
many plover nests (Page et al. 1979). 
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IV. SEASONAL VARIATION IN PLOVER NUMBERS 
JOHN S. WARRINER and JANE C. WARRINER 

To help interpret the results of the statewide surveys we studied breeding 
Snowy Plovers at Pajaro Dunes on Monterey Bay, measuring the degree to 
which observers could detect birds on censuses and defining the species’ 
migration periods. Pajaro Dunes is a beachfront housing development at the 
Pajaro River mouth in extreme southwestern Santa Cruz County. Plovers 
breed on either side of the river mouth and on a small unvegetated flat in salt 
marsh 1 km away. During 1977 and 1978 we tried to find all nests, and at 
approximately 7 day intervals count all birds in the area. Just prior to nesting 
in March 1978, 25 adults were individually color banded by placing two 
strips of differently colored plastic tape on each of two aluminum bands, one 
on each leg. Additional birds were later captured on their nests and similarly 
marked. From the time of marking onwards counts of marked and unmarked 
birds enabled us to use the Lincoln Index [P = (T x M)/ N, where P = total 
number of plovers in area, T = total number of birds seen on census, M = 
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Figure la. Number of adult Snowy Plovers counted (solid bar) and estimated (open 
bar) at Pajaro Dunes in the 1978 breeding season. 
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number of marked birds known to be in the area and N = number of marked 
birds on census] to estimate the total number of plovers in the area. 

Experienced observers conducted 19 censuses of plovers in the Pajaro 
study area between March and July 1978. The number of marked plovers 
sighted varied between 54% and 91% and averaged 72% (s = 9.1%) of 
those assumed to be present because they were sighted before and after the 
census (Figure la). Pajaro Dunes was a difficult area to survey because 
plovers moved between three separate areas. Due to the more difficult than 
average census conditions at Pajaro, Page and Stenzel (pers. comm.) believe 
that on the coastal survey as a whole it was possible to detect at least 72% of 
the plovers present. The detection rate for interior sites may be lower since 
nesting areas, up to 3 km wide, were difficult for two people to cover (Page 
pers comm ). 

It appears that most spring migrants and wintering birds left Pajaro Dunes 
by early May. Of 19 marked departing birds most left between 20 March and 
26 April (Figure lb). Two remained until 2 and 8 May respectively and ex- 
hibited some nesting behavior before leaving. Four of the 19 birds returned 
for brief periods during summer before departing again. Marked birds did not 
begin to return in numbers until early July (Figure lb). It appears that the 
most appropriate time to conduct the statewide surveys was May and June 
since this is the period that migrants are least likely to be encountered . 

Some breeding birds move between areas in May and June. For example, 
after 14 June 1978 nine plovers from failed Pajaro nests were found 6 km to 
the south at Moss Landing salt works. At least two of the nine renested there. 
Two other birds dispersed even farther, one turning up 27 km to the north- 
west at Wilder State Beach and one 75 km northeast at South San Francisco 
Bay. Midsummer movements of breeding birds to and from a site may vary 
annually. In 1977 the breeding population increased at Pajaro Dunes from 
early May to early June and then leveled off. In contrast in 1978 numbers 
were relatively constant in May but declined in June. The above examples il- 
lustrated that repeated censuses of particular breeding sites often produce 
variable numbers, hence any single census may not reflect the maximum 
capacity of the area to support plovers that year. 



Figure lb. Number of marked, locally non-breeding Snowy Plovers on censuses at Pa- 
jaro Dunes in 1978. 
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DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY 

GARY W. PAGE and LYNNE E. STENZEL 

Breeding Snowy Plovers were distributed widely over the state (Figure 2) 
but, unexpectedly, most were in the interior rather than on the coast (Table 
7). Apparently few observers had explored the interior so that the large 
number of birds there had escaped notice until this survey. On the coast, 
larger concentrations of birds were in the south than in the north, suggesting 
the center of the species’ coastal distribution lies closer to the southern than 
the northern boundary of the state; therefore, Baja California may also sup- 
port substantial numbers of breeding birds. 

Throughout the state openness of habitat seemed to be a key requirement 
for nesting. Of 116 nests observed on the coast and in the interior, 46% were 
vegetation-free within a 10 m radius and an additional 23% lacked vegeta- 
tion within aim radius. At only 12 nests did vegetation cover exceed 10% 
within 10 m and at only 5 did it exceed 10% cover within 1 m. Plovers were 
absent from beaches heavily littered with driftwood. 

Access to water is probably a breeding requirement although birds 
sometimes nested hundreds of meters away when no obstacle prevented 
movements of chicks between the nest and water. Thus plovers nest around 
shallow alkaline lakes where the waterline may retreat several hundred 
meters from the nest during the month between the laying and hatching of 
eggs. 

We did not find plovers nesting on bluff-backed beaches on the mainland 
as we did on San Miguel and San Nicolas islands. Island bluff-backed 
beaches with plovers had generous areas of strand which were lightly 
vegetated or were 50% or more covered by driftwood, kelp, shells or small 
rocks. In contrast the upper strand on mainland bluff-backed beaches was 
generally narrow, barren and often washed by the highest tides. 

The amount of available habitat at any site may vary seasonally or from 
year to year. On the coast winter storms regularly erode beaches and fill 
lagoons with water, thus reducing potential breeding habitat. This reduction 
is followed by a slow increase in habitat during spring and summer when 
beach width increases and shrinking water levels in the lagoons expose 
suitable nesting flats. This process is related to the severity of winter storms, 
which varies considerably from year to year. Similarly, intensity of winter 
rains, in the absence of human induced water diversions, determines 
whether interior breeding areas, such as shallow alkaline sinks, are dry, partly 
filled or flooded to surrounding vegetation. Thus the number of breeding 
Snowy Plovers may change annually or even mid-breeding season, in 
response to natural alterations in habitat availability. 

Humans have altered breeding habitat, at least on the mainland coast. 
Some coastal areas have been developed to the extent that they no longer 
support plovers; at others disturbance probably reduces breeding numbers 
and lowers breeding success. At Zmudowski State Beach in Monterey Coun- 
ty the Warriners (unpubl. data) found hatching success to be much lower 
than on undisturbed salt pan just 1 km away. At Zmudowski some eggs were 
obviously picked up by people and others were probably stepped on. Others 
apparently were lost to high winds when disturbed birds were unable to in- 
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cubate and prevent their eggs from being scattered and buried by blowing 
sand. In some instances humans have enhanced habitat for the species 
through the construction of salt evaporators in coastal bays or flooding of dry 
interior areas. However, such enhancement probably does not compensate 
for the degradation of other areas. 

Our conclusions concerning the plover’s change in status over the past 
century are limited by the paucity of historical data, particularly for the in- 
terior. Numbers have definitely declined on the coast; the species was not 
found breeding in 33 of the 53 locations with breeding records prior to 1970. 



Figure 2. Distribution of breeding Snowy Plovers in California from 1977-80 surveys. 
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Table 7. Number of adult Snowy Plovers found during 1977-80 surveys in California. 


Estimated Pairs Total Adults 

Channel Islands 130 261 

Mainland coast 498 954 

San Francisco Bay 351 

Interior 1843 

TOTAL 3409 


Of the 33 areas 28 are not likely to have regular breeding populations again 
because the habitat has been destroyed or human use of the area is too great. 
The greatest losses have occurred in southern California where breeding 
plovers have vanished from parts of San Diego, Ventura and Santa Barbara 
counties, most of Orange County and all of Los Angeles County. In all these 
areas the plover’s absence can be correlated with industrial or residential 
development and/or heavy recreational use of former beach nesting areas. 
To the north, such human factors come into play less frequently, although 
they may still have caused declines in places around Monterey Bay, at San 
Francisco, at Bodega Bay and the north spit of Humboldt Bay. 

Current emphasis on coastal development for recreation by the State of 
California probably means a further loss of habitat for the plover. If no ex- 
change occurs between interior and coastal breeding populations, a subject 
currently under investigation, then the status of coastal and interior popula- 
tions must be considered separately. There may be a greater survival problem 
on the coast if there is no recruitment from the less disturbed interior breeding 
areas. 

This survey located the important California breeding sites and developed 
an index of the Snowy Plover’s abundance against which future surveys can 
be compared. We encourage interested persons to keep track of breeding 
numbers in areas near them, especially when habitat alterations are occur- 
ring, and to promote the protection of important breeding sites. 
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APPENDIX 1. Survey results and historical records of Snowy Plovers breeding in mainland 
California. Locations are listed from south to north, first along the coast, then at San Francisco 
Bay, and then inland. Under Survey Status the estimated numbers of adults (A) or pairs (P) is 
given unless habitat was not present when visited due to erosion, flooding or draining (E), the 
habitat had been destroyed or made unsuitable by human activity or development (D) , apparent- 
ly suitable habitat was present but plovers were not seen (H) , or the area mentioned was not 
surveyed (W). Under Records, the most convincing evidence of breeding is given, with the 
number of: adults reported during May or June (A), pairs reported in May or June (P), females 
reported nesting (F) , broods (B) , chicks (C) , or nests (N) . An N without a number is given when a 
source makes a general reference to Snowy Plovers breeding. Under Source, initials refer to in- 
dividuals or institutions listed in Appendix 3, numbers to references in the literature cited, and in- 
itials with numbers to information from museum egg set or specimen records. Max. untfer Egg 
Sets in Museum Egg Collections is the maximum number of egg sets collected during one 5 day 
period . 



Survey 





Egg Sets in 



Status 


Records 


Museum Collections 

MAINLAND COAST 


Numbers 

Year 

Source 

Total 

Max. 

Years 

San Diego County 








Tijuana R Mouth 

P 19 

N1 

1973 

KB 






N1 

1977 

PJ 




Silver Strand Beach 

P 3 

Nl, B1 

1930s 

44 

18 

3 

1918-1940 

Silver Strand Bay Shore 

P 3 

N1 

1977-78 

PJ,DP 




San Diego Bay 

P 16 

A 

1973 

KB 




Salt Works 


N2 

1975 

BM 






N20* 

1977 

PJ 




Sweetwater R Mouth 

P 9 

A 

1973 

KB 

3 

1 

1931-1938 



A 

1977 

PJ 






A20,B5 

1978 

DP 




North Is NAS 

H 

N2 

1979 

EC, DP 




Lindbergh Field 

W 

Nl 

1979 

EC, DP 




Ocean Beach 

E.D 




5 

3 

1904-1917 

San Diego: site unk. 





4 

1 

1894-1938 

Mission Bay Beach 

D 




23 

4 

1915-1930 

Mission Bay Fill 

H 

Nl 

1972 

SL.LOCU 






Nl 

1977 

PJ 




Pacific Beach 

D 




4 

2 

1904-1916 

Penasquitos Lagoon 

H 

N2 

1977 

PJ 






A4 

1978 

DP 




Del Mar Beach 

E,D 




19 

8 

1922-1954 

San Elijo Lagoon 

P 12 

Nl 

1976 

PJ 




Batiquitos Lagoon 

P 3 

A18.N1 

1970 

He 

3 

1 

1932-1936 



A75.N5 

1971 

He 






A39,N,B5 

1978 

DP 




Agua Hedionda 

P 27 

A9 

1973 

KB 




Lagoon 


A60 

1975 

BM 






N2 

1977 

PJ 




Buena Vista Lagoon 

D 

Bl' * 

1951 

36 






None 

1977 

PJ 
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APPENDIX 1 (Cont.) 



Survey 





Egg Sets 

in 


Status 


Records 


Museum Collections 



Numbers 

Year 

Source 

Total 

Max. 

Years 

Oceanside to Santa 

P 37 

N8 

1971 

DS.LOCU 

12 

2 

1917-1928 

Margarita R Mouth 


N7 . 

1972 

DS.LOCU 






N1 

1973 

DS.LOCU 






N10 

1974 

AF.LOCU 






A20.C17 

1975 

BM 






N,C 

1977 

PJ 




French Creek Mouth 

P 2 

Cl 

1979 

DP 




Orange County 
Balboa Beach 

D 




3 

1 

1907-1917 

Newport Beach 

D 




39 

7 

1893-1928 

Huntington State Beach 

D 

N1 

1955 

37 

21 

4 

1917-1940 

Bolsa Chica Beach 

D 

None 

1947 

10 

12 

3 

1905-1907 

Bolsa Chica Salt Flats 

P 10 




2 

1 

1960-1961 

Sunset Beach 

D 




1 

1 

1916 

Sunset Beach Bay Fill 

H 

N1 

1970 

BM 






N2 

1971 

BM 






Cl 

1973 

KB 




Anaheim Landing 

D 




1 

1 

1907 

Los Angeles County 
Redondo Beach 

W 




24 

4 

1894-1904 

Manhattan Beach 

W 

N1 

1947 

10 




Playa del Ray 

D 

N4 

1914 

3 

1 

1 

1914 

P. del R. Salt Flats 

H 




1 

1 

1923 

Ballona Beach 

D 

P50 

1903 

NMNH 

31481 

46 

5 

1894-1904 

Santa Monica/Malibu 

D,W 

N6 

1938 

WFVZ 

3497 

8 

1 

1895-1947 



N1 

1949 

40 




Nigger Slough 

W 




2 

2 

1895 

Los Angeles: site unk. 

W 




14 

5 

1883-1905 

Ventura County 
Mugu Lagoon Spits 

P41 

N,C 

1973 

KB 






N1 

1976 

SW 






P15,N1 

1977 

BM 




Ormond Beach 

P14 

Cl 

1975 

SW 

22 

3 

1896-1937 

McGrath Lake Beach 

P3 







Santa Clara R Mouth 

P13 

A30,N6 

1975 

SW 






A25 

1976 

SW 




Ventura Beach 

D,H 




6 

2 

1915-1948 

Santa Barbara County 
Carpinteria-Sandyland 

E,D 

N1 

1960 

FM 

25 

6 

1909-1946 

Santa Barbara Beach 

E,D 




15 

2 

1891-1933 
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APPENDIX 1 (Cont.) 



Survey 





Egg Sets in 



Status 


Records 


Museum Collections 



Numbers 

Year 

Source 

Total 

Max. 

Years 

Goleta Beach 

E,D 

P24 

1927 

WFVZ 

31500 

16 

3 

1927-1948 



A 

1970s 

SW 




Goleta Slough Flats 

H 




2 

1 

1934-1936 

Santa Yne 2 R Mouth 

P5 

A 

1970s 

SW 




Purisima Point Beach 

P55 







South Nipomo Dunes 

P4 







Santa Maria R Mouth 

P18 







San Luis Obispo County 
No. Nipomo Dunes 

P2 







Pismo Beach 

D 

N2 

1965 

LOCU 




Morro Bay Area 

P40 

N1 

1974 

EJ 

18 

4 

1926-1934 

Spit and Beach to N 


C 

1977 

EJ 




Monterey County 
Point Sur Beach 

P2 







Pacific Grove 

E,D 




2 

1 

1916 

Monterey-Seaside 

E,D 




8 

3 

1875-1899 

Marina Beach 

P12 







Salinas R Spit 

P16 

B2 

1967 

5 

24 

4 

1894-1938 



A 

1968 

6 






A5-16.C0 

1972 

DPi,15 






A50 + 

1976 

SW 




Moss Landing Beach: 

P6 

N5 

1930 

34 

38 

8 

1895-1948 

(Salinas R-Pajaro R) 


C1-4,N1 

1948-53 

VA,35 






A20,C1 

1963 

13 






A5,N0,C0 

1965 

9 






A10,N0,C0 

1966 

8 






N 

1971 

14 




Moss Landing 

P24 

B1 

1967 

5 




Salt Works 


N1.B2 

1954 

VA 




Santa Cruz County 
Pajaro R Mouth & 

P17 

N7,C14 

1972 

15 

15 

4 

1893-1940 

Palm Beach 


N7 

1973 

JW:LOCU 






N10 

1975 

41 




Santa Cruz Beach 

D 




5 

2 

1877-1878 

Wood’s Lagoon 

D 




1 

1 

1876 

Moore Cr Mouth 

D 




1 

1 

1887 

Wilder Cr Mouth 

P8 

F2 

1922 

CAS70154, 

70155 






N 

1976 

49 




Four- Mile Beach 

D 




1 

1 

1929 
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APPENDIX 1 (Cont.) 

Survey Egg Sets in 



Status 


Records 


Museum Collections 



Numbers 

Year 

Source 

Total 

Max. 

Years 

Laguna Cr Mouth 

H 

B1 

1979 

EV 




Scott Cr Mouth 

D 




4 

2 

1878-1946 

Waddell Cr Mouth 

H 

B2 

1979 

PM 




Meader’s Beach 

W 




1 

1 

1878 

San Mateo County 








Ano Nuevo Beach 

P5 

P 

1968 

6 






Cl 

1969 

7 




Franklin Point 

E 




1 

1 

1905 

Pescadero 

P2 

N 

pre-1927 

21 






N 

1975 

PM 




Marin County 








Bolinas Lagoon Spit 

PI 

Nl-2 

1970s 

GP,LS 




Limantour Spit 

P4 

N1 

1967 

PL:LOCU 






N 

1970s 

GP,LS 




Drakes Beach Spit 

PI 







Point Reyes Beach 

P15 

N1 

1926 

4 




Sonoma County 








Bodega Harbor Spit 

H 

C 

1960s 

GB 




Salmon Creek Beach 

H 

N 

1978 

DFS 




Mendocino County 








MacKerricher Beach 

P9 







Humboldt County 








So. Humboldt Bay Spit 

P4 







Elk R Spit 

PI 




1 

1 

1920 

No. Humboldt Bay Spit 

P6 

A 

1910s 

12 

22 

2 

1899-1948 

Lanphere Dunes 

P2 







Mad R Spit 

P10 

C2 

1976 

PK 

2 

1 

1931-1935 

Clam Beach 

PI 







Carson's Landing Penin. 

H 




1 

1 

1935 

Big Lagoon Bar 

P8 







Del Norte County 








Lake Talawa Beach 

P3 

PI 

1974 

50 




Smith R Spit 

P4 







SAN FRANCISCO BAY 








Santa Clara County 








So. San Francisco Bay 

A14 

N15 

1971 

18 




Alviso 


C 

1950 

38 






N3 

1959 

11 
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San Mateo County 
So. San Francisco Bay 
Belmont 

Bair Island 
Redwood City 

Alameda County 
So. San Francisco Bay 
Dumbarton Bridge 

Hayward 

West of Coyote Hills 
Bay Farm Island 

Alameda So. Shore 

Napa County 
Little Is. Evaporator 

INTERIOR OF STATE 

Imperial County 
Salton Sea 

Riverside County 
Salton Sea 
Lake Elsinore 

San Bernardino County 
Harper Lake 
Searles Lake 

Kern County 
Rosamond Lake 
Koehn Lake 
Goose Lake 
Buena Vista Lake 

Kings County 
Corcoran Reservoir 
Tulare Lake 
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Survey 

Status Records 


Egg Sets in 
Museum Collections 



Numbers 

Year 

Source 

A19 


A2 

1972 

24 


N 

1975-76 

41,49 


A2 

1977 

TM 


A3 18 

P many 

1910s 

20 


N 

1971 

14 


N1 

1975 

JAiLOCU 


N 

1965 

9 


N1 

1972 

HP 


Al.Cl 

1974 

ER 


A8 

1977 

TM 


A5 

1979 

LF 


A2-8 

1971-77 

ER 


A1 

1978 

ER 

H 

N3 

1975 

RG 


A226 

N 

1933 

47 


N 

1968 

27 


AO- 10 

1971-74 

24 

A10 

E 

N1 

1939 

22 


Cl 

1940 

22 


C3 

1974 

28 

A61 

A16 

A68,N1,B3 

1977 

PH 


Total 


1 


2 


2 


Max. Years 


1 1919 


1 1929-1950 


1 1948 


A6 

A26 

A2 

D 


N1 1907 26 

P 1912 25 


A1 

D A 1912 12 
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APPENDIX 1 (Com.) 

Survey 



Status 


Records 




Numbers 

Year 

Source 

Madera County 
East of Firebaugh 

W 

PI 

1915 

42 

Merced County 
Los Banos 

H 

A 

1912 

12 



A 

1914 

12 



N5-6 

1937 

43 

Yolo County 
Davis Sewage Ponds 

W 

C 

1963 

13 

Woodland Sewage 

W 

B1 

1970 

1 

Ponds 





Inyo County 
Tecopa Marsh 

A7 

Al-12 

1974-77 

JT 

Owens Lake 

A499 

A“many” 

1893 

16 



A130,C 

1975 

29 

Salt Lake 

A1 

A2 

1977 

PH 

Tinemaha Reservoir 

A2 




Deep Springs Lake 

A13 

N2 

1964 

30 



A30 

1971 

RL 

Mono County 
Mono Lake 

A384 

N3,B6 

1976 

48 



A90.N8 

1977 

GP.SP 

Butte County 
Near Reigo 

W 




Lassen County 
Honey Lake 

A208 

P2 

1977 

DG 

Eagle Lake 

H 

A3 

1948 

fide DA 

Modoc County 
Lower Alkali Lake 

A92 




Middle Alkali Lake 

A36 




Upper Alkali Lake 

A230 




Goose Lake 

A33 

A 

1912 

12 

Sisk/you County 
Lower Klamath Refuge 

H 

N 

1957 

17 



A 

1971-73 

24 


Egg Sets in 
Museum Collections 

Total Max. Years 


4 1 1937-1939 


1 1 1913 


‘Observer found total of 20 nests during nesting season; some may have been renests. 

“This record is questionable as observer found a four-chick brood, which is a very unusual brood-size for 
Snowy Plovers. 
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APPENDIX 2. Sites not listed in Appendix 1 where apparently suitable habitat was 
surveyed for breeding Snowy Plovers are listed below by county. 

ALAMEDA: Alameda Naval Air Station. DEL NORTE: Klamath River mouth, 
Crescent Beach, Pebble Beach, Pelican Beach. HUMBOLDT: Mattole River mouth, 
McNutt Beach, Eel River spits, Little River spit, Agate Beach, Dry Lagoon bar. Stone 
Lagoon bar, Freshwater Lagoon bar, Gold Bluffs Beach, Carruthers Beach. KERN: 
Rogers Lake, Pazuza Land and Water Company, Kern National Wildlife Refuge. 
KINGS: Hanford Sewage Ponds. LASSEN: Eagle Lake, Horse Lake. MADERA: 
Madera Lake. MARIN: Cronkhite Beach, Dillon Beach. MENDOCINO: Manchester 
Beach, Navarro River mouth. MERCED: Volta Wildlife Area, Santa Fe Grade (road 
from Gustine to Los Banos), Merced National Wildlife Refuge. MODOC: Clear Lake. 
MONTEREY: Little Sur River mouth, Carmel River mouth, Carmel Beach, Moss 
Beach, Spanish Beach, Elkhorn Slough south shore. NAPA: North San Francisco 
Bay marshes and salt evaporators. ORANGE: San Juan Creek mouth (Doheny State 
Beach), Aliso Beach, Corona del Mar State Beach. RIVERSIDE: San Jacinto Reser- 
voir, Ford Lake, Palen Lake. SAN BERNARDINO: Dale Lake, Danby Lake, Cadiz 
Lake, Bristol Lake, West Cronese Lake, East Cronese Lake, Soda Lake, Silver Lake. 
SAN DIEGO: Naval Training Center, San Diego Flood Control Channel, San 
Dieguito Creek mouth, Cockleburr Canyon mouth, San Onofre Creek mouth, San 
Mateo Creek mouth. SAN LUIS OBISPO: Cayucos Creek mouth, Villa Creek mouth, 
Santa Rosa Creek mouth, San Simeon Creek mouth, Pico Creek mouth, San Simeon 
Beach, Soda Lake. SAN MATEO: Half Moon Bay, Linda Mar Beach (San Pedro 
Creek mouth). SANTA BARBARA: Devereaux Beach, Devereaux Slough, Bell to 
Tecolote Creek mouths, El Capitan Beach, Refugio beach, Gaviota Beach, Canada 
de Santa Anita mouth, Arroyo El Bulito mouth, Jalama Beach, SANTA CRUZ: 
Seacliff State Beach, Moran Lake, Cocoran Lagoon, Schwans Lagoon, County 
Dump Gulch, Major’s Creek mouth, San Vicente Creek mouth, Davenport Landing 
Beach. SOLANO: North San Francisco Bay marshes and salt evaporators. 
SONOMA: Russian River mouth, Gualala River mouth. TULARE: Pixley National 
Wildlife Refuge. VENTURA: Calleguas Creek (creek bars from Highway 101 to Lewis 
and Las Posas Roads), Silver Strand, Hollywood Beach, Santa Clara River bars (Har- 
bor Blvd. north 8.4 km). 


APPENDIX 3. Unpublished sources of Snowy Plover nest or egg records and 
breeding population estimates for various locations, with abbreviations used in Appen- 
dix 1 or the text. 

Daniel Airola DA, J. Anderson JA, Vivian Anderson VA, Kristen Bender KB, Gordon 
Bolander GB, Elizabeth Copper EC, Leora Feeney LF, Alice Fries AF, David Gaines 
DG, Robert Gill RG, John and Dorothy Helmer He, Philip Henderson PH, Eric 
Johnson EJ, Paul Jorgensen PJ, Paul Kelly PK, Philip Lenna PL, Ronald LeValley 
RL, S. Liston SL, Flora Maclise FM, Timothy Manolis TM, Barbara Massey BM, Peter 
Metropulos PM, Gary Page, GP, Dennis Parker DP, Susan Peaslee SP, Henry Pelzl 
HP, Donald Pine DPi, Elsie Roemer ER, David F. Shuford DFS, Lynne Stenzel LS, 
Dean Swickard DS, Jan Tarble JT, John G Tyler (unpub. field notes) JGT, Edna 
Vollmer EV, Jane (Ricky) Warriner JW, Sanford Wilbur SW. 

American Museum of Natural History AMNH, California Academy of Sciences CAS, 
Carnegie Museum of Natural History CMNH, Clemson University CU, Delaware 
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Museum of Natural History DMNH, Field Museum of Natural History FMNH, Hum- 
boldt State University HSU, Laboratory of Ornithology, Cornell University LOCU, 
Museum of Zoology, Louisiana State University LSU, Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 
University of California MVZ, National Museum of Natural History NMNH, Peabody 
Museum, Yale University PMY, Museum of Natural History, University of Puget 
Sound UPS, Royal Ontario Museum ROM, San Bernardino County Museum SBCM, 
Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History SBMNH, and Western Foundation of 
Vertebrate Zoology WFVZ. 


Accepted 24 January 1981 


Publication of this paper was made possible by substantial contributions by 
Point Reyes Bird Observatory and the California Department of Fish and 
Game. — Editor 



Snowy Plover, Mono Lake, California, June 1980. 


Photo by lan C. Tait 
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Snowy Plover, Mono Lake. California, June 1980 Photo by Ian C Tait 



IDENTIFICATION AND DISTRIBUTION OF CLARK S 
GREBE 


JOHN T. RATTI, Wildlife Biology, Washington State University, Pullman, 
Washington 99164 

For nearly 100 years ornithologists have considered the genus 
Aechmophorus to include only one species, the Western Grebe (A. occiden- 
talis). Few ornithologists, especially amateur field ornithologists, have been 
aware that the Western Grebe has been considered polymorphic, with two 
distinct phenotypes referred to as dark and light phases (Storer 1965, Mayr 
and Short 1970). 

Recent study of sympatric dark-phase and light-phase populations indi- 
cates the polymorphism classification is erroneous and that the forms func- 
tion as separate species (Ratti 1979). Additional data are needed on dark- 
phase and light-phase birds, and hopefully this paper will aid in alerting both 
professional and amateur ornithologists to the identification and distribution 
of these species. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

George N. Lawrence (in Baird 1858:894-895) originally described the 
two grebe forms as separate species, calling the dark form the Western Grebe 
(Podiceps occidentals) and the light form Clark’s Grebe (Podiceps clarkii). 
However, Coues (1874) and Henshaw (1881) suggested that the forms were 
color phases of the same species, and the American Ornithologists’ Union 
(1886, 1931, 1957) classified the forms as a single species. Mayr and Short 
(1970:88) attributed the variation to “scattered polymorphism.” 

Both Storer (1965) and Lindvall (1976) reported assortative mating by 
Western Grebes in Utah — the tendency of birds to mate with individuals of 
the same phenotype. These reports led me to an intensive study of the two 
forms beginning in 1975. Observations of breeding pairs in Utah and Califor- 
nia revealed that the forms were reproductively isolated, which led to my 
conclusion that the forms “biologically function as separate species” and to 
my recommendation for “resurrection of A. clarkii as a separate species from 
A. occidentalis, as originally described” (Ratti 1979:582-583). In addition to 
reproductive isolation, sympatric populations of dark-phase and light-phase 
birds showed several other differences discussed below. Although no official 
change in classification has occurred, I will refer to Western and Clark’s 
grebes, as originally proposed by Lawrence (in Baird 1858). 

IDENTIFICATION 

Plumage. Plumage differences between Western and Clark’s grebes occur 
primarily in the facial and flank regions. Careful examination of the black and 
white facial pattern will allow separation of Western and Clark’s grebes in the 
field. Western Grebes have black crown feathers extending below the eyes, 
so that the eyes are completely surrounded by black feathers and the lores 
are black (Figure 1). A small number of Western Grebes with light-colored 
lores were observed in California in January 1977. No Western Grebes with 
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light-colored lores were observed in June of the same year; thus, this varia- 
tion may be related to winter plumage. Some individuals have a narrow 
margin of black below the eye. In contrast to the Western Grebe, the black 
crown of the Clark’s Grebe does not extend to the eyes, so that the eyes are 
completely surrounded by white feathers and the lores are white (Figure 2) . 

Occasionally intermediate birds were observed. These individuals had the 
black and white facial margin horizontally bisecting the eye; the upper margin 
of the eye was in contact with black feathers and the lower margin was in 
contact with white feathers. The color of the lores varied, but was black in 
most cases. Intermediate -phase birds are rare; less than 1% of 8,000 + birds 
observed in California, Nevada, Oregon and Utah were classified as inter- 
mediates. Intermediate-phase birds may represent hybrids or phenotypic 
variants. Field ornithologists are urged to be cautious in their classification of 
intermediate birds. Clark’s Grebes show a much greater margin of white 
above the eye when the facial feathers are erected during behavioral inter- 
actions than when feathers are relaxed. I observed a few Clark’s Grebes that 
appeared to be intermediate birds while relaxed (such as in a sleeping 
posture), yet distinctly showed a white margin above the eye when facial 
feathers were erected. 

Flank color is another aid in separating Western and Clark’s grebes in the 
field. However, this character is not consistent or as discrete as facial pattern. 
Western Grebes generally have a uniformly dark back and flank color (Figure 
1). In contrast, Clark’s Grebes have paler gray backs and flanks that are 
speckled with white feathers, giving this region a relatively lighter color than 
that of the Western Grebe (Figure 2) . When sunlight is at your back during 
observation, Clark’s Grebes appear snowy white compared to Western 
Grebes and can be predicted at 100-200 m without the aid of binoculars or a 
spotting scope. I use the word “predicted” because this field mark should 
only be used as an aid to locating birds; the final conclusion as to species 
should be determined by facial pattern. I suspect the snowy white appear- 
ance is exaggerated by reflection off the water, not only from the whiter 
flanks, but also from the greater amount of white on the face region. Kauf- 
man (1979) reports that Clark’s Grebes have narrower black neck stripes, but 
my examination of museum specimens and extensive field observations have 
failed to disclose any differences in this character. 

Downy young Clark’s Grebes are nearly all white compared to Western 
Grebes. Especially noticeable is the lack of a black crown on Clark’s Grebes 
prior to 45 days of age. Photographs and additional discussion of this dif- 
ference in phenotypic development were reported by Ratti (1979:582). 

Bill color. Western and Clark’s grebes can also be distinguished by bill color 
— but, like the flank color, this difference is not as discrete as the facial pat- 
tern. The Western Grebe’s bill color is dull greenish-yellow, and Clark’s 
Grebes have brighter orange -yellow bills. I estimate that this color difference 
was consistent for 90 + % of the grebes I observed and collected in the past 5 
years. Although this difference will appear obvious to the experienced 
observer, bill color alone should not be used to identify these species. In addi- 
tion to individual variation, light conditions and water reflections can affect 
the appearance of bill color. Bill color of chicks was discussed by Ratti 
(1979). 
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Figure 1. Western Grebe. The black crown feathers extend below the eyes 



Figure 2. Clark's Grebe. The black crown feathers do not extend to the eyes and the 
flank region is speckled with white feathers. 
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Museum specimens. Although museum specimens provide some advan- 
tages over field observations, preparation and drying may bias identification 
of Western and Clark’s grebes that have narrow color margins below and 
above the eyes, respectively. Accurate classification of intermediate birds 
may be impossible for some museum specimens. My experience with Clark’s 
Grebes collected in Utah indicates that the bright orange-yellow bills fade 
significantly several days after collection. 

Other characteristics. I examined courtship behavior via general observa- 
tion and limited footage of 16 mm color movies. My study of behavior was 
neither detailed nor quantitative, but indicated that no differences existed in 
courtship behavior. This conclusion has been recently confirmed by 
Nuechterlein (1981). Additional differences include the “Advertising” call: 
“Dark-phase birds had calls with two notes (‘cree-creet’) , while light-phase 
birds had one-noted calls (‘creet’)” (Nuechterlein 1981:335). 

DISTRIBUTION 

Relative abundance. In most locations throughout the United States and 
Canada, the Western Grebe is more abundant than Clark’s Grebe. Table 1 
shows that of 2,373 Aechmophorus spp. observed in January 1977 at 
various locations in California and at Lake Mead, Nevada, only 11.6% were 
Clark’s Grebes. While considering the relative abundance of birds reported in 
Table 1, the reader is cautioned not to assume that these data accurately 
represent the proportion of each species for wintering flocks at specific loca- 
tions. Most of the winter data are from short-term observations that could 
easily bias the actual proportion of a species for a specific location. On the 
other hand, the overall observation of 11.6% is fairly representative of the 
general occurrence of Clark’s Grebes among Aechmophorus spp. flocks in 
California during January 1977. 

Summer observations of breeding populations are presented in Table 2. 
As with the wintering flocks, Western Grebes dominated most breeding 
populations, with the significant exception of Goose Lake, California, which 
had an estimated 90 + % Clark’s Grebes. Presently, the Goose Lake 
breeding population is the largest known concentration of Clark’s Grebe 
throughout its range. Surveys in 1981 of locations listed in Table 2 indicated 
that the proportion of Clark’s Grebes remained similar to that found in 1977. 
However, surveys at Upper Klamath Lake in 1981 resulted in observations of 
272 Western Grebes and 167 Clark’s Grebes. Thus, I strongly suspect that 
Upper Klamath Lake has the second highest known concentration of 
breeding Clark’s Grebes in the United States. Moore Park and Pelican 
Marina, in the city of Klamath Falls, Oregon, is the easiest observation site for 
Clark’s Grebes of all the areas I have surveyed. 

Non-random distribution. Field ornithologists should expect a non- 
random distribution of Clark’s Grebes relative to Western Grebes. Table 1 
demonstrates the clumped distribution of Clark’s Grebes. For example, most 
flocks had 0-15%, but the flocks of grebes on Lake Berryessa and near 
Highway 75, south of Coronado, contained 49% and 75% Clark’s Grebes, 
respectively. In addition, examination of specific mixed grebe flocks often will 
reveal Clark’s Grebes are spatially segregated from Western Grebes. Spatial 
relationships are discussed in more detail by Ratti (1979:578-580). 
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Table 1. Winter observations of Western and Clark’s grebes in California and 
Nevada(*), January 1977. 


WESTERN CLARK’S 

COUNTY LOCATION GREBE GREBE 




N 

(%) 

N 

(%) 

Clark* 

Lake Mead 

321 

(99) 

3 

(1) 

Los Angeles 

Los Angeles 






Playa del Rey 

36 

(92) 

3 

(8) 


Knights Harbor 

69 

(97) 

2 

(3) 

Orange 

Newport Beach 

21 

(100) 

0 

(0) 

Marin 

Tiburon, Richardson Bay 

859 

(86) 

136 

(14) 


Tomales Bay 

184 

(91) 

19 

(9) 

Monterey 

Moss Landing, Monterey Bay 

38 

(100) 

0 

(0) 


Pacific Grove 

25 

(93) 

2 

(7) 

Napa 

Lake Hennessey 

126 

(85) 

22 

(15) 


Lake Berryessa 

42 

(51) 

41 

(49) 

San Diego 

Mission Bay Park 






Quivira Basin 

67 

(100) 

0 

(0) 


S.D. Flood Control Channel 

29 

(83) 

6 

(17) 


Hwy 75, South of Coronado 

9 

(25) 

27 

(75) 


Harbor Island, San Diego 

184 

(95) 

10 

(5) 

Santa Clara 

Anderson Lake 

11 

(92) 

1 

(8) 

Sonoma 

Bodega Bay 

6 

(75) 

2 

(25) 


Jenner 

71 

(99) 

1 

(1) 

TOTALS 


2,098 

(88.4%) 

275 

(11.6%) 


Table 2. Summer observations of Western and Clark’s grebes in California, Oregon 
and Utah, June and July 1977. 


STATE AND 
COUNTY 


LOCATION 


WESTERN 

GREBE 


CLARK’S 

GREBE 


CALIFORNIA: 

Siskiyou 

Lower Klamath 

N 

(%) 

N 

(%) 


National Wildlife Refuge 
Tule Lake National 

65 

(79) 

17 

(21) 


Wildlife Refuge 

242 

(87) 

36 

(13) 

Modoc 

Goose Lake 

34 

(5) 

598 

(95) 

Lassen 

OREGON: 

Eagle Lake 

120 

(98) 

2 

(2) 

Harney 

Malheur Lake 

26 

(100) 

0 

(0) 

Klamath 

UTAH: 

Box Elder 

Upper Klamath Lake 
Bear River Migratory 

37 

(51) 

35 

(49) 


Bird Refuge 

280 

(75) 

92 

(25) 
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SUMMARY 

Clark’s Grebes are phenotypically separable from Western Grebes by the 
black and white facial pattern. The black crown of the Clark’s Grebe does not 
extend to the eyes; thus, the eyes are completely surrounded by white 
feathers. Western Grebes have black crown feathers extending below the 
eyes, so that the eyes are completely surrounded by dark feathers. Other 
phenotypic differences include the brighter orange-yellow (less greenish) bill 
and whiter flanks of Clark’s Grebes. 

Western Grebes numerically dominate most sympatric populations in the 
United States and Canada. The distribution of Clark’s Grebes often appears 
“clumped” due to their behavioral tendency of spatial segregation. 
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STATUS OF THE OSPREY IN SOUTHEASTERN 
MONTANA BEFORE AND AFTER THE 
CONSTRUCTION OF RESERVOIRS 


JON E. SWENSON, Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, Box 36, 
Rosebud, Montana 59347 


Ospreys { Pandion haliaetus) readily colonize suitable habitat created by 
manmade impoundments. Henny et al. (1978a) found that about 47 percent 
of the Ospreys in Oregon, and a greater percentage of those in the interior of 
the state, nest along reservoirs. In northern California, about 20 percent of 
the Ospreys nest along reservoirs, including 49 percent in the interior of the 
region (Henny et al. 1978b). Henny et al. (1978a, b) suspected that Osprey 
numbers had increased in both areas due to the construction of the reser- 
voirs. Also, Henny and Noltemeier (1975) and Henny et al. (1978b) have 
described situations where Ospreys or their progeny, nesting on natural 
lakes, have colonized nearby reservoirs as nest sites became less available at 
the natural lakes. Childress and Eng (1979) documented an increased 
Osprey population with the construction of shallow impoundments in an ex- 
isting reservoir. However, the establishment of a breeding Osprey population 
in an area where breeding Ospreys were not previously found has apparently 
not been documented. This paper documents such a situation. 


STUDY AREA AND METHODS 

The study area (Figure 1) comprises southeastern Montana, bounded on 
the north by the Missouri River (except that the entire Fort Peck Reservoir on 
the Missouri River was included), on the south by Wyoming, on the west by 
the Bighorn River and the north-flowing portion of the Musselshell River, 
and on the east by North and South Dakota. This area contains no natural 
lakes, except for oxbows on major rivers. Three mainstream reservoirs have 
been constructed in this area: Fort Peck Reservoir (1,000 km 2 ) on the 
Missouri River in 1939, Tongue River Reservoir (14 km 2 ) on the Tongue 
River in 1940 and Bighorn Lake or Yellowtail Reservoir (70 km 2 ) on the 
Bighorn River in 1965. Other reservoirs are primarily small livestock reser- 
voirs. On three areas studied by Smith (1953) in southeastern Montana, 
livestock reservoirs occurred at a density of 0.1 per km 2 and 124 reservoirs 
varied in size from 0.04 to 7.7 ha, averaging 1.3 ha. 

Southeastern Montana is dominated by Big Sagebrush ( Artemisia triden- 
tata) steppe, but some grass-dominated steppes and Ponderosa Pine ( Pinus 
ponderosa) forests and savannas are present. Plains Cottonwood ( Populus 
deltoides ) predominates along larger rivers and is scattered along most major 
creeks. 

Determination of the former and present status of Ospreys was based 
primarily on a literature search. Several ornithologists visited the area prior to 
1910. Although coverage was not usually intensive, activities were concen- 
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trated along the watercourses, where Ospreys would be most expected. In- 
creased energy development since 1970 has resulted in many wildlife studies 
in southeastern Montana. The results of these studies, discussions with other 
biologists in the area and my own observations were used to assess the pres- 
ent status of Ospreys. 


RESULTS 

HISTORICAL STATUS 

Lewis and Clark did not mention the Osprey in their accounts of birds seen 
along the Missouri and Yellowstone rivers in 1805 and 1806 in eastern Mon- 
tana and North Dakota, but they did record them from southwestern Mon- 
tana (Reid and Gannon 1927, Walcheck 1976). Early naturalists did not 
mention seeing the Osprey during their explorations of the lower 
Yellowstone, Bighorn and Musselshell rivers (Allen 1874, McChesney 1879, 
Mearns 1904). Cooper (1868) did not see Ospreys near the muddy waters of 
the Missouri River below Fort Benton, which is upstream from my study 
area, whereas they were common on the rivers and their tributaries from 
there westward, Thorne (1895) did not record Ospreys near Miles City, on 
the Yellowstone River, from 1888 to 1892. Cameron (1907) lived and 
traveled extensively in southeastern Montana during an 18-year period 
around the turn of the century, but did not observe Ospreys. 



Figure 1. Osprey study area in southeastern Montana. The letters indicate the cities of 
Billings (B) and Miles City (MC) . The mapped area is shaded on the map of Montana, 
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Apparently, the only early references to Ospreys in this general area are 
the early fall records of Jones and Dawson (1900), who observed the species 
from a train along the Yellowstone River between Billings and Miles City on 
13 August 1900, and Visher (1911), who saw one on 2 September 1910 
along the Little Missouri River in northwestern South Dakota. These birds 
may have been migrants since fall migration generally occurs from mid- 
September to mid-October in southeastern Montana (Hinz 1977). 

PRESENT STATUS 

The Osprey is a rare breeding bird in southeastern Montana. Only 11 pairs 
are known to nest there. Nine of these pairs nest along Fort Peck Reservoir 
(Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge files, 1980). One nest is present 
on the upper end of Tongue River Reservoir (Knapp 1977) and, although 
there are no known nests on Bighorn Lake (Steve Swedberg pers. comm. 
1981), one may occur near Yellowtail Dam, based on the repeated observa- 
tions of Ospreys there during two summers (R. Stevenson pers. comm. 
1975) . One active Osprey nest was also located on a large livestock reservoir 
8 km west of Jordan (B. Hildebrand pers. comm. 1980). No Osprey nests 
were found by Hinz (1977) during his intensive 2-year study of the aquatic 
birds of the lower Yellowstone River and, to my knowledge, there are no 
Osprey nests along any rivers in southeastern Montana. In adjacent North 
Dakota, Stewart (1975) reported only three known nesting localities for 
Ospreys; all were along reservoirs and all were recorded after 1951. 


DISCUSSION 

The paucity of Osprey observations during the breeding season by early 
naturalists and the present lack of Ospreys nesting along rivers strongly sug- 
gest that the species did not nest in southeastern Montana prior to the con- 
struction of reservoirs. In contrast, Ospreys occurred historically in western 
Montana (Betts 1916, Saunders 1921) and now nest there along natural 
lakes, rivers and reservoirs (Childress and Eng 1979, MacCarter and Mac- 
Carter 1979, Swenson 1979) . Early observers noted that the Osprey was not 
found on the lower Missouri River where the water was muddy (Cooper 
1868, Grinnell 1876). The turbid water, which is still present in the rivers of 
southeastern Montana, probably would make fishing too difficult to allow the 
Ospreys to raise young. Hinz (1977) noted that migration of Ospreys along 
the lower Yellowstone River occurred when turbidity and flow were low, 
which supports this contention. 

Ospreys nest in the boreal lakes region of central Canada (Houston et al. 
1977) and some of these birds probably migrate through southeastern Mon- 
tana. Ospreys from western Montana probably do not migrate through 
southeastern Montana, because the species does not appear to wander wide- 
ly to the east or west during migration (Henny and Van Velzen 1972, Ken- 
nedy 1973, Melquist et al. 1978). Since not all 2-year-old Ospreys 
(subadults) return to their natal vicinity (Henny and Van Velzen 1972), 
subadults from central Canadian populations were probably “short-stopped” 
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at favorable reservoirs in southeastern Montana and originally populated 
them. The reduced turbidity of the water and the creation of still, shallow 
areas in the large reservoirs probably created suitable foraging habitat 
(Childress and Eng 1979). 

The very small population (probably 15-20 pairs) of Ospreys in 
southeastern Montana indicates that few of the reservoirs are suitable for 
Ospreys and that the area is marginal Osprey habitat. But it appears that the 
creation of these reservoirs has resulted in the establishment of a small 
breeding population of Ospreys where one did not exist previously. These 
results add strength to the conclusion of Henny et al. ( 1978a, b) that reservoir 
construction has increased the numbers and distribution of Ospreys in the 
western United States. 
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FIRST OREGON RECORD OF 
THE GRAY-HEADED JUNCO 

CARROLL D. LITTLEFIELD, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Box 113, Burns, 
Oregon 97720 

On 22 May 1976 Caryn Talbot and I watched a Gray-headed Junco ( Junco 
caniceps ) for about 20 minutes as it fed among willows ( Salix sp.) 3.2 km NE of 
Malheur National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) Headquarters, Harney County, Oregon. 
The bird was seen clearly several times within 6 m, under excellent lighting conditions. 
This not only represented the first refuge record, but also the first Oregon record. 

The individual was slightly larger than the Dark-eyed Junco (J. hyemalis oreganus) 
and had ash gray coloration on the head, sides and upper breast, contrasting with 
white underparts. The lores and ocular region was blackish, and the white rectrices 
were obvious. The rusty back was observed clearly several times at close range. Col- 
lecting was impossible at this site. 1 am familiar with all species of juncos in North 
America, and have spent time observing and studying Gray-headed Juncos in Colo- 
rado, west Texas and southeastern Arizona. 

The species is considered a fairly common, but rather local, breeding bird near 
Almo, Cassia County, in southcentral Idaho (Burleigh, Birds of Idaho, Caxton 
Printers, Caldwall, Idaho, 1972), about 385 km SE of Malheur NWR. The nearest 
breeding population is in the Santa Rosa Mountains, Humboldt County, Nevada, 
about 180 km SE of the refuge. Other nearby nesting areas include the Jarbidge 
Mountains, Elko County (260 km SE) and Toiyabe Mountains, Eureka County (450 
km SSE) in Nevada (Bent, Life histories of North American cardinals, grosbeaks, 
buntings, towhees, finches, sparrows, and allies, U.S. Natl. Mus. Bull. 237, 1968). 
The species could also nest in isolated mountain ranges in southwest Idaho and 
southeast Oregon where field work has been limited. There is a report of an individual 
seen on Steens Mountain, Harney County, Oregon in June 1967, but details are 
presently unavailable (Arvil and Ellen Parker pers. comm.). 

The Gray-headed Junco is a common visitor to the mountains of eastern California, 
breeding at Clark Mountain, San Bernardino County; Grapevine Mountains, Inyo 
County; and White Mountains, Mono County. Elsewhere in California it is a very rare 
winter visitor (Small, The birds of California, Winchester Press, New York, 1974; Bent 
1968) . An individual was seen at a feeder in Wenatchee, Chelan County, Washington 
from 15 to 20 January 1974 for the only report for the state, but the description was 
too brief to be diagnostic. Therefore, the species has been placed on Washington’s 
hypothetical list (Mattocks et al., West. Birds 7:1-24, 1976). 

Considering Gray-headed Juncos breed only a few km south of the Oregon border, 
in the Santa Rosa Mountains, it is surprising the species has not been previously 
recorded in the state. 
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NOTES 


RECORDS OF AMERICAN 
WIGEON BREEDING IN ARIZONA 

LINDEN A. P1EST and LYLE K. SOWLS, Arizona Cooperative Wildlife Research 
Unit, University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona 85721 


For a long time the American Wigeon (Anas americana) has been known to be a 
common migrant and winter resident in Arizona. Evidence of wigeons breeding in the 
state, however, has been inconclusive. Although they are occasionally observed dur- 
ing summer in the high-elevation lakes of eastern and northern Arizona, we can find 
no reference to prove that wigeons nest there. Mearns (1890) shot “a number” at Mor- 
mon Lake (Coconino County) in late May 1887, and believed they were breeding 
there, although he found no nests. Phillips et al. (1964) wrote that the only recent 
breeding record was for Ashurst Lake (Coconino County) in 1929. No details were 
provided to verify these statements. Probably as a result of these records, Bent (1923) 
considered the wigeon to be “probably breeding” in northern Arizona and the AOU 
(1957) listed it as a rare breeder in northern Arizona. These records, and observations 
of wigeons breeding in New Mexico (Huey and Travis 1961, Ligon 1961), leave little 
doubt that they have bred in Arizona but breeding has been poorly documented due to 
limited waterfowl investigations in this state. 

Our observations of wigeons in the White Mountains of east-central Arizona 
(Apache County) during the summer of 1979 confirm that they breed in Arizona. On 
16 June at 1600 we observed three pairs of apparently territorial wigeons at Nutrioso 
Reservoir (elev. 2,338 m). At 0630 the following day, two pairs and two lone males 
were present. We suspected that the mate of at least one of the lone males was on her 
nest at that time. On 22 July, Piest observed two wigeon broods on Nutrioso Reser- 
voir: one with seven young about 16 days old and one with five young about 4 days 
old. In addition to these observations, Piest saw a brood of five wigeons approximately 
23 days old at Sunrise Lake (elev. 2,785 m) on 17 August. 
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NOTES 


FIRST RECORD OF THE 
GOLDEN-WINGED WARBLER IN IDAHO 

Terrell Rich, P.O. Box 204, Shoshone, Idaho 83352 

On 1 June 1980 at 1115 1 discovered a male Golden-winged Warbler ( Vermiuora 
chrysoptera ) in my neighbor’s yard in Shoshone, Lincoln Co., Idaho. Its song first 
drew my attention— a familiar song after my many years of birding in Wisconsin where 
this warbler is a common spring migrant. I studied the warbler for about an hour as it 
foraged in deciduous trees. It continued to sing in bouts of 4-7 songs roughly every 15 
minutes. Several times the warbler came within 2 m permitting unmistakable iden- 
tification with the unaided eye. I also watched it through 15x binoculars and obtained 
the following description: Plumage: crown, bright yellow; eyeline extending through 
the eye, black; chin and throat, black; back grayish; wingbars, broad, deep yellow; 
underparts, grayish white. Song: four buzzy notes, the first longer in duration and 
higher in frequency than the last three which were of the same length and frequency; 
length of song 1-1.5 seconds; variation consisted of shortening the song to three or 
two buzzes by omitting terminal notes. Call notes: a “chip” note which was noticeably 
briefer and higher in frequency than that of a Yellow Warbler {Dendroica petechia ) 
which was in the area; also a longer series of wren-like notes was sung once. 

1 observed the warbler periodically until 1430 when Larry Mangan also saw and 
identified it. On 2 June I again observed and heard the warbler and Steve Langenstein 
heard it. The golden-wing was last heard at 1700 on 3 June 1980. 

This is the first known occurrence of the Golden-winged Warbler in Idaho. The avi- 
fauna of Idaho is poorly known because of the state’s sparse population. As the 
number of ornithologists in Idaho increases, more records of vagrants are to be ex- 
pected. The Snake River Plain which stretches the width of southern Idaho should be 
an especially fruitful area for unusual migrants. Species such as eastern warblers are 
likely to avoid the large expanses of Basin Sagebrush ( Artemisia tridentata ) and stop to 
rest and forage in more heavily vegetated regions around towns. 

I thank Larry Mangan for traveling some distance on a moment’s notice to verify my 
identification and Steve Langenstein for his attempts to get a photograph. 1 also thank 
Chuck Trost for checking warbler records and commenting on the manuscript. 
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NOTES 


MIDSUMMER OCCURRENCE OF THE HORNED 
PUFFIN IN ROSARIO STRAIT, WASHINGTON 


ASA C. THORESEN, Biology Department, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, 
Michigan 49104 

The southern extent of the known breeding range of the Horned Puffin is Forrester 
Island, Alaska. They have not yet been found breeding in British Columbia. However, 
in 1973 Sealy and Wilson (Syesis 6:51-55) reported that Horned Puffins (Fratercula 
corniculata) were becoming a regular winter and spring visitant to the coasts of British 
Columbia. Later, Hoffman, Elliott and Scott (Western Birds 6:87-94, 1975) reported 
that the species had been sighted along the Oregon and California coasts in May, June 
and July. 

On 24 July 1977 while watching the activity of Tufted Puffins (Lunda cirrhata) at 
Williamson Rocks, Rosario Strait, I saw a Horned Puffin in full breeding plumage fly- 
ing with three Tufted Puffins. It circled the rocks several times flying close to my an- 
chored boat and finally settled with the group on the water close to shore. At least 
three pairs of Tufted Puffins have nested on Williamson Rocks since 1957 when my 
special interest in alcids began. However, this is the first record of a Horned Puffin east 
of Victoria, British Columbia, during the breeding season. The Horned Puffin stayed 
with the others for about 2 hours. It did not come to shore while 1 was there but stayed 
out in the tide rips, I did not see it during subsequent trips to Williamson Rocks. 

During the summer of 1980 Horned Puffins were also observed frequently on and 
around Protection Island, south of the Strait of Juan de Fuca, Washington, by or- 
nithology students from the Walla Walla College Marine Station. 

I am indebted to the Walla Walla College Marine Station at Rosario Beach, 
Anacortes, Washington, for the use of their boats, which greatly facilitated alcid 
observations. 


Accepted 9 September 1980 



Horned Puffin Sketch by Narca Moore 


56 


Western Birds 12:56, 1981 


Volume 12, Number 1, 1981 


The Breeding Status of the Snowy Plover in California 

Gary W. Page and Lynne E. Stenzel 1 

Identification and Distribution of Clark’s Grebe 

John T. Ratti 41 

Status of the Osprey in Southeastern Montana Before 
and After the Construction of Reservoirs 

Jon E. Swenson A7 

NOTES 


First Oregon Record of the Gray-headed Junco 

Carroll D. Littlefield 53 

Records of American Wigeon Breeding in Arizona 

Linden A. Piest and Lyle K. Sowls 54 

First Record of the Golden-Winged Warbler in Idaho 

Terrell Rich 55 

Midsummer Occurrence of the Horned Puffin in Rosario 

Strait, Washington Asa C. Thoresen 56 


Cover photo by Ian C. Tait: Snowy Plover (Charadrius alexandrinus) , Mono Lake, 
California, June 1980. 


Manuscripts should be sent to Alan M. Craig, 3532 Winston Way, Carmichael, CA 
95608. For matters of style consult Suggestions to Contributors to Western Birds (6 
pp. mimeo available at no cost from the Editor) and Council of Biology Editors Style 
Manual 4th edition, 1978 (available from the American Institute of Biological 
Sciences, 1401 Wilson Boulevard, Arlington, VA 22209 for $12.00). 

Papers are desired that are based upon field studies of birds, that are both understand- 
able and useful to amateurs, and that make a significant contribution to scientific 
literature. Appropriate topics include distribution, migration, status, behavior, 
ecology, population dynamics, habitat requirements, the effects of pollution, the 
techniques for identifying, censusing, sound recording and photographing birds in the 
field. Papers of general interest will be considered regardless of their geographic origin, 
but particularly desired are papers dealing with studies accomplished in or bearing on 
Rocky Mountain states and provinces westward, including Alaska and Hawaii; 
adjacent portions of the Pacific Ocean and Mexico; and western Texas. 

Authors are provided 50 free reprints of each paper. Additional reprints can be 
ordered at author’s expense from the Editor when proof is returned or earlier. 

Good photographs of rare and unusual birds, unaccompanied by an article but with 
caption including species, date, locality and other pertinent information, should be 
submitted to Stephen A. Laymon, 3290 Ackley Road, Lakeport, CA 95453. 








